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ABSTRACT

AN EVALUATION OF BRETHREN IN CHRIST PREACHING USING
HERMENEUTICAL PRINCIPLES DISTILLED FROM AN INDUCTIVE
INTERPRETIVE METHODOLOGY

by
Glenn Edward Pfeiffer

The purpose of this study is to determine how well Brethren In Christ pastors interpret
and apply the Scripture. A randomly selected group of twenty-eight Brethren In Christ
pastors from North America submitted sermon tapes for evaluation. After the tapes were
received, the sermons were analyzed and evaluated with an evaluation guide based on the
twenty specific grammatico-historical and contemporary application principles. The
hermeneutical principles were distilled from a step-by-step Bible study model developed
from a study of the literature and validated by three Asbury Seminary professors. The
study focuses on pastors' skills in exegeting Scripture and culture.
The major findings included 1) The study sample was nearly divided into thirds with
one third demonstrating very good or excellent ability in the interpretation and application
of Scripture, one third demonstrating adequate ability, and another third demonstrating
poor and very poor skills; 2) Many pastors utilized important exegetical skills but did not
have a methodological framework to employ these tools to their fullest potential;

3) Pastors utilized commentaries and other interpreters' conclusions rather than relying on
their own work; 4) Pastors oflarge churches received lower overall scores in
interpretation and application than pastors of smaller congregations; 5) Pastors were
strong in addressing local church concerns; 6) Pastors were weak in addressing the issues,
needs, and concerns of the secular culture.
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CHAPTER 1

Understanding the Problem
The Problem
Over the last couple of decades our culture has experienced tremendous change. Rapid
new developments are having a significant impact on the economy, technology,
institutions, and general knowledge. John Naisbitt says that America is "restructuring"
and that a "new society" is emerging (xxii). Our accelerated information age is also
affecting the church. Many models of ministry that worked twenty years ago are no
longer effective. Many ways of communicating that once brought people to the altars no
longer motivate. As a result of these changing societal dynamics, many churches look for
new ways to communicate and reach people for Christ. In the past few years, the seeker
sensitive movement has emerged to address the need for greater relevance and ministry
impact. Today, the seeker sensitive movement is revolutionizing large segments of the
church and bearing fruit, but some are raising concerns over the content and the quality of
seeker sensitive preaching. Relevance in communicating to the needs of our hearers is
vital, but solid biblical interpretation should not be sacrificed in the process. The danger
is that the pendulum may swing too far and solid biblical exposition will be sacrificed on
the altar of relevance. Several factors may fuel an imbalance in the interpretive process:
I - The tendency to weaken the biblical content in the pursuit of relevance. The need
for preachers and teachers to develop biblical and relevant messages surfaced as I visited
churches as part of the Beeson doctoral program at Asbury Theological Seminary. We
visited cutting-edge churches and listened to some good preaching and teaching, yet many
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of the messages were more like a conglomeration of quotes and a pasting together of
proof texts rather than a biblically grounded message. The sermons were entertaining,
professionally presented, and Christian in nature, but I often left wondering where God's
word got lost in the shuffle, and how much more spiritual power the message might have
carried had it been solidly rooted in the biblical text. Too often the topical nature of the
sermons resulted in the Bible being used, as preaching professor John Brokhoff has said,
as a "resource" rather than the "source."
People today are in great need of hearing a word from God. Our world is full of
words. Millions of words are generated every day, but human words do not carry the
spiritual authority of Scripture. The Bible is a unique word, inspired by God and useful
for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness (2 Timothy 3: 16). The
Bible is living and active (Hebrews 4:12) and only God's word has the power to lead a
person to faith and eternal life (I Corinthians 1:18). When God's word is the source of
our messages we release spiritual power and people are changed. God's word alone
draws people to faith, delivers from spiritual bondage, and builds Christian character. As
John Stott says: "Preaching is indispensable to Christianity .... It is a religion of the
Word of God" (15).
2 - The tendency to minimize relevance in the attempt to be biblical. The seeker
sensitive movement's focus on relevance is in reaction to years when the church preached
mainly to the choir. The language the church used, for instance, could only be understood
by the long-time church member. Words like atonement, body of Christ, blood of the
lamb, propitiation, sanctification were thrown around freely and never explained. We
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would not expect someone who lives in the football and tailgate party culture to get much
out of an afternoon at the opera. At the opera one hears about some man named Wagner.
listens to people on stage singing in an unknown tongue, holds up little glasses to look at
the people up front, and tries to figure out where that lady on stage got her Viking helmet
and powerful voice. The only Vikings he or she knows about are the Minnesota Vikings
of the National Football League. Antagonists, protagonists, acts, and fat ladies make little
sense if a person has not had exposure to the opera culture. The same is true for people
who have not grown up in the church culture. People do not automatically understand the
church's preaching, teaching, theology, and history and if we in the church are not
sensitive to newcomers we will unwittingly push them away.
One little girl in my last church was asked to read a Bible verse in our children's club
program. She began by saying that this is from the book of Icor. She did not know that
the "I" stood for first and the book was to the Corinthians. Many people, just like this
little girl, visit churches today and we need to make sure that we do not allow "God talk,"
and theological abstractions to crowd out the clear communication of Scripture. God's
Word is relevant to the needs of the modem hearer and we need to work hard to make
sure the message is clear and comprehensible.
3 - Pastors and teachers have few interpretive methods that are sensitive to their time
pressures. The preachers and teachers we should especially admire are not the ones who
can write one homerun sennon but those who get on base every time they go to the pulpit.
Consistent, high quality preaching is a challenge. Part of the difficulty is the amount of
time required to prepare solid sennons and lessons. Pastors have many responsibilities
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during the week that can crowd out sermon preparation time. Funerals, weddings, crises
in the church (not to mention the regular pressures of everyday responsibilities) can leave
the conscientious preacher with less time for study. Lay people face similar time
pressures. Time spent working at our jobs, caring for the family, and attending church
activities can prevent persons from having adequate time to prepare class lessons.
Time pressures are a real obstacle as we enter the process of biblical interpretation and
application. How much time do we need? Gordon Fee says that "good, exegetically
sound sermons can be produced in 10 hours" iliew Testament 118). A minimum of five
hours should be spent exegeting and interpreting Scripture and five more on sermon
building. The preaching and teaching ministries should take priority (Acts 6: 1 ff), but
most pastors cannot spend twenty hours a week developing one message. Gordon Fee
says, "Exegesis for a sermon is not different in kind from that required to write a paper
but it is different in its time requirement and goal" iliew Testament 117). Time pressures
must be considered in the development of a hermeneutical process useful in the church
for pastors and lay people.
4 - Few step-by-step hermeneutical methods have been adapted to the church context.
A survey of the literature reveals few step-by-step hermeneutical methods are available
to busy pastors or lay teachers. A plethora of books exist on interpreting and applying
Scripture, but they are either too complex and voluminous for the average interpreter or
too simplistic in the presentation of the interpretive tools. A thorough, yet pragmatic
interpretive process that bridges the gap between academia and the church needs
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development. The excellent hermeneutical tools used by scholars should be accessible to
pastors, teachers, and the church.
Without such a process there is the danger of interpretive elitism. Some people may
begin to feel that only a select group of scholars can interpret Scripture. Perhaps a Ph.D.
or a Bible degree is required to read and understand Scripture. Fortunately, this is not the
case. Any committed student can learn and utilize interpretive skills and principles.
Gordon Fee says, "Most theologically trained pastors, who learned to write exegesis
papers for a course, were not likewise trained to apply those skills to the more common
task of preparing a sermon" (New Testament 117). Many term papers and theological
treatises have been written, but this work is often different from the work necessary to
feed the people who attend church. A term paper is not the same as a sermon or teaching
lesson. A great deal ofthe literature, however, speaks of interpretation from a scholar's
viewpoint with little regard for the fact that the end result, as Grant Osborne says, is not
"commentary" but "sermon" (339). We need a step-by-step approach that takes us from
text to sermon.
Thank God for the scholars who spend their time probing biblical text. The church
depends on scholarly research and insights, yet church preachers and teachers also need
access to their tools. We can learn to do our own interpretive work and then, at a later
point, use the insights of scholars to check our conclusions. And we need not fear that
our work will be inferior. Fee writes that "shallow" and "inadequate" work is not
inevitable, even though pastors and teachers have less time then scholars to do their work
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Testament 117). The key is finding a trustworthy step-by-step interpretive process

and diligently following it.
Two additional issues serve as background to this dissertation:
1 - The English Bible method taught at Asbury Theological Seminary is a powerful
tool that can be further adapted to the church context. One of the most important learning
experiences in seminary was my introduction to Robert Traina's English Bible
hermeneutical method. When I first came to seminary I was shocked when the list of
books for my first English Bible class did not include a commentary. I thought there
must have been a mistake. How were we going to know what the book, in this case the
Gospel of Matthew, was teaching without a commentary? The class book list included a
Bible but that did not seem like enough. What made matters more unsettling was that the
teacher gave us assignments to study the Bible for ourselves. The idea of using the Bible
as the primary text for a Bible course seems so simple, but it was completely foreign to
my previous training. In college I learned about inductive Bible study, but our Bible
courses focused more on our professor's lectures about the Bible and the reading of
commentaries. We learned some things, but I was not equipped to draw out the same
gems of truth as my teacher. I was given a fish, but I never learned to fish.
Everything changed in seminary. My first English Bible professor, David Bauer,
introduced me to the principles of the English Bible method. A class with Robert Traina
further whetted my appetite to learn and utilize this method as a life-long tool. As I went
into the pastorate, however, it became clear that some adaptation ofthe method was
needed. Conversations with others who trained in the method also confirmed the need to
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make some adjustments in the use of the method. In the church context, time pressures
needed consideration.
2 - The English Bible method offers rich potential in the area of application. The
application phase of the English Bible method has rich potential in the church setting.
Regarding application, I also have become aware of students who learned the method but
cannot move beyond interpretation to application. A model is needed for evaluating
Scripture for its contemporary worth, as well as for the application and contextualization
of that message. It is my belief that the outstanding work of White, Kuist, Miller and
Traina, the developers of the English Bible method, can be built upon and focused on the
task of writing weekly sennons and teaching lessons. Although it is beyond the scope of
this dissertation to develop an exhaustive step by step plan for biblical interpretation and
application, it is hoped that this dissertation will contribute to the advancement of
application strategies. Traina encourages the adaptation of his method (Methodical 4,19).
Purpose of the Study
All six of the above factors playa role in this study, but the primary focus is on the
first two concerns: the tendency to weaken biblical content in attempts to be relevant and
the tendency to neglect relevance in the attempt to be biblical. The purpose of this study
is to detennine how well preachers in the Brethren In Christ church interpret and apply
Scripture. Does their preaching contain both sound interpretation and relevant
application?
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Methodology
Hermeneutical principles were distilled from the step-by-step plan for interpreting and
applying Scripture presented in Chapter 2. A number of different contexts could be
analyzed, but the focus of this study is on the preaching event. Sermons, rather than
Sunday school lessons or small group curriculum, were chosen for evaluation because of
the central role preaching plays in congregational life. One cassette taped sermon was
requested from randomly selected Brethren In Christ pastors. An observation guide, built
on the distilled principles that emerge from the step-by-step plan, was used to evaluate
how well each preacher interprets and applies the Bible.
Study Sample
Brethren In Christ pastors in North America, who preach weekly, were randomly
chosen to participate in this study. The sample was not limited by the part-time nature,
age, gender or tenure of the pastor or by the location: rural, urban, or suburban, of the
church. Only English speaking congregations were chosen for this study.
Instrumentation
The instrument employed in this study of Brethren In Christ preaching was an
evaluation guide. The goal of the study was to see how well Brethren In Christ pastors
interpret and apply Scripture. To accomplish this goal a list of criteria based on the
literature was established. Each criterion had a scale running from one (strongly
disagree) to five (strongly agree). Individual sermons were evaluated by the assigned
criteria and given a numeric value on the scale. A table was formulated to record the
results.
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Data Collection
Each pastor who met the established criterion received a number in accord with the
denominational directory's alphabetic listing. Spanish speaking churches were removed
from the sample. Numbers were assigned to the churches which remained. A computer
generated list of forty random numbers was then obtained. Phone calls were made asking
each pastor to participate in the study. Three phone calls were made in the attempt to
contact each pastor. Tapes were then requested from each person who agreed to
participate. A minimum of twenty-five tapes were needed for the study, but more were
expected. Sermons were requested from the beginning of May 1998. Mother's Day was
a suggested target sermon although if the pastor was not speaking that week or if the
church had a special program and not a regular sermon, messages near to the suggested
date were accepted. During the initial contact, some basic information about the church's
age, congregational size and location, and pastor's tenure was obtained. Any questions
the participants had about the study were addressed.
The following pages take us to the heart of this dissertation. Chapter two provides the
theoretical base for evaluating the sermons. Chapter three presents the methodology for
the study. Chapter four provides an evaluation of the findings and the chapter five
presents the study's conclusions.
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CHAPTER 2
Precedents in the Literature
The Need for Solid Biblical Interpretation.
[W1 hen a preacher fails to preach the Scriptures, he abandons his authority. He
confronts his hearers no longer with a word from God but only with another word
from men. Therefore most modem preaching evokes little more than a wide yawn.
God's not in it. (Robinson 18)
We must be determined that we will not make preaching a smiling, vacuous
response to human need. (C.Miller 28)
Listen to my piece of advice: exegesis, exegesis, and yet more exegesis! Keep to
the Word, to the Scripture that has been given to us. (Karl Barth to his students)
(Fee, New Testament 5)

The need for sound biblical interpretation impacts more than the preaching task.
Teachers, preachers, and lay people all need interpretive skills. In the pulpit, however,
the strengths and weaknesses of one's hermeneutical process are most evident. Two
dangers emerge in contemporary preaching. One is the failure to develop a solid biblical
basis for the message. The second is the failure to address the audience's life questions.
At this point, the first concern will be addressed. Several reasons exist for practicing a
sound interpretive method:
1 - Cultural relativism suggests that any interpretation is valid. In his book, The

Closing of the American Mind, Alan Bloom describes the present situation in the
academic world as one where relativism and subjectivism reign. Even the vocabulary
necessary for discussing right and wrong has been eliminated (Newbigin 17). Everything
is reduced to personal choices, preferences, and subjective values. People can often be
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heard saying that "your beliefs are good for you and my beliefs are good for me."
Transcendent truth does not exist and therefore belief statements based on truth are
devalued. The danger exists that our society's rejection of truth claims will seep into the
church. Unfortunately, this is already happening. For example, Bible studies have been
formed that center on the question "What does the Bible passage mean to you?" Problems
emerge from this process because it assumes that a person can discern the meaning of the
text, the intentions of the original author, and appropriate application. Perhaps someone
in the group has studied the passage and will have some solid insights, but too often the
conclusions are based on personal feelings about the text rather than observations of the
text.
In our relativistic society some suggest that all biblical interpretations are valid. In the
process however, the authority and truth of Scripture are undermined. All interpretations
are not valid. Latitude in the text for different interpretations does exist (even
outstanding theologians disagree on the interpretation of some passages) but the
interpretive parameters are set, not by personal feelings but by scriptural evidence.
Should we be surprised, in a culture where 66 percent of Americans, and 72 percent of
those ages eighteen to twenty-five say there is no such thing as absolute truth, that the
authority of Scripture is questioned (Barna, Report 83-85)7
2 - The text's meaning is often confused with the text's significance. In his book, The
Aims of Interpretation, E.D. Hirsch Jr. suggests that a distinction be made between the
meaning of the text and the significance of the text (79,80). Hirsch contends that the
meaning of the text never changes. The meaning is fixed and rooted in the biblical
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writer's intentions. The significance of the text is the relationship that meaning has to
people, concepts, or situations. In a nutshell, the issue of meaning deals with the
interpretation of the original author's intentions while the issue of significance deals with
how that meaning applies to those in the contemporary context. The danger is when we
confuse the significance of the text with its meaning. When we discard sound inductive
interpretation, we can conclude that the significance of the text, as we see it, is actually
what the author intended. We move to the "what it means" stage before we take the time
to figure out "what it meant." We can fall prey to temptation, especially when we come
to the Scripture in need of a practical word from God. Our present needs and context
become the filter through which we view Scripture. As a result, personal application
takes precedence over the hard interpretive work necessary to hear Scripture speak for
themselves. We read meaning into the text (eisegesis) versus drawing the meaning from
the text (exegesis). Failure to take the biblical context seriously, as well as the pressure to
see the Scripture's significance and to apply the message immediately, can lead to
erroneous conclusions.
3 - An exclusive focus on the audience's needs can lead to a self-help and therapeutic
gospel. In his book, Habits of the Heart, Bellah describes the breakdown in our society of
objective moral values, the rise of relativism, and the supreme concern for pragmatics. He
says:
Now if selves are defined by their preferences, but those preferences are arbitrary,
then each self constitutes its own moral universe, and there is finally no way to
reconcile conflicting claims about what is good in itself. All we can do is refer to
chains of consequences and ask if our actions prove useful or consistent in light of
our own value system. (76)
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People today define right action by whether or not it is useful, helps them grow
personally, or gives them good feelings. Information must provide value and make the
recipient feel better about themselves and life. Bellah goes on to say that, "In the absence
of any objectionable criteria for right and wrong, good or evil, the self and its feelings
become our only moral guide" (76). Utilitarian concerns and subjective feelings are the
foremost value in many people's lives today.
Self-help dynamics affect the church. The problem is not in addressing people's
needs, concerns, and feelings. The Bible addresses every human need and it is
appropriate that preachers and teachers address pragmatic issues, but an imbalance
develops, when we speak exclusively to felt needs and fail to address the deep spiritual
needs that seekers may not be able to articulate. Too easily people's psychological wellbeing rather than biblical truth becomes our primary focus. We want to be attractive to
the modem day seeker, and since people want to feel good and immediately improve their
lives, we try to give them what they want. Again, relevance and pragmatics are not
necessarily a problem, but we must avoid the temptation of replacing theology with
therapy (Veith 213).
The Bible speaks of the hard and uncomfortable issues of sin, salvation, discipleship,
and dying to ourselves, and the church cannot candy coat or soft pedal the message even
though some people will not perceive the immediate value such discussions have to their
lives. Compromise results when we avoid the hard teachings of the Bible. Marva Dawn
says that if the church only presents self-help treatises and never gets to the deeper issues
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of sin and redemption, then the cross becomes nothing more than a supporting illustration
(227). Dawn has a tendency to overstate her points at times, but the caution is worth
noting. The central event of faith and the challenging claims of the Gospel must never be
lost, even in the face of the pressures of our pragmatic, feel-good culture.
Another danger is focusing on needs without rooting the sermon in the text's intent
and meaning. A relevant issue is identified, but the proper Scripture to deal with the
problem is not chosen. The result is what Walt Russell calls a "great felt need desperately
in search of a passage" (7).
4 - Failure to uncover the text's meaning contributes to biblical illiteracy. Biblical
illiteracy is rampant today. Alan Walker says, in his book The Whole Gospel for the
Whole World, that "today there is almost a complete ignorance of what the Christian
really is . . .. It means an almost complete ignorance of Christian stories, biblical
references, the traditional language of the pulpit" (29,30). A few years ago, on the
internet, a story was circulated about a Bible knowledge test given to five classes of high
school seniors. Most of them failed the test. Some thought Sodom and Gomorrah were
lovers; that the Gospels were written by Matthew, Mark, Luther, and John; and that Eve
was created from an apple. One little schoolboy in another setting thought epistles were
the wives ofthe apostles.
Ignorance of Scripture affects long time Christians as well as people without a church
background. Few people today are unfamiliar with the biblical stories and basic
theological doctrines. And the problem may be made worse by the church's teaching and
preaching. The way God's word is handled is the key. When we take time to develop our
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preaching and teaching directly from the text, we educate people. When we refer to
Scripture as a passing reference in our preaching, teaching and small group material, we
may replace Scripture with some entertaining material and address a need, but we leave
people's spirits longing for the answers only a solid exposition of Scripture can provide.
Sound biblical interpretation is vital in combating the biblical illiteracy in our churches
and culture.
5 - The fonnation of Christian character depends on solid biblical insight. The call to
salvation and sanctification are basic teachings of Scripture. Romans lO:l4-l5a, 17 says,
"But how are men to call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to
believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how can men hear without a
preacher? And how can men preach unless they are sent? ... So faith comes from what
is heard, and what is heard comes by the preaching of Christ." The word of God is the
means God has chosen to bring people to faith and it is also central to our growth in faith
after salvation. II Peter 1:3-4a tells us that God's "divine power has granted to us all
things that pertain to life and godliness through the knowledge of him who called us to
his own glory and excellence, by which he has granted to us his precious and very great
promises that through these you may escape from the corruption that is in the world .... "
God desires the lives of his followers to exhibit holiness and his word and specific
promises enable the sanctification process. God's word, clearly and accurately exposited,
is basic to the fonnation of Christian character and living.
In the church, however, a breakdown is occurring in the process of sanctification and
Christian character fonnation. A national survey by Barna and McKay found that two out

Pfeiffer 16
of five Christians felt that a people are free to do whatever they want as long as it does
not hurt anybody. A similar proportion of Christians believe that pain and suffering could
not be used to make them stronger or more mature persons. Three out of ten Christians
even believe that "nothing in life is more important than having fun and being happy"
(Barna and McKay 141). Somehow the secular, hedonistic worldview continues to hold
sway over hearts and inform the values of some Christians. And if we are not careful, the
move to be more in tune with the needs of modem hearers may contribute to the watering
down of the Gospel and further breakdown of Christian character formation.
Calvin Miller cautions that in our move to become more seeker sensitive, an implicit
danger awaits that we will trade the demands Christ places upon us for a larger crowd
(24). Temptation may come in a variety of forms: weak calls to salvation; little teaching
on the stewardship of our time, talents, and resources; focus on acceptable and popular
themes to the exclusion of others; avoidance of talk about suffering for Christ, sacrifice or
discipline. One church developed a list of themes which they would cycle through every
two years. The church leadership said they believed in the full teachings of Scripture but
the teaching of the church suggested otherwise. A personal biblical canon can dominate
one's preaching and teaching. Interesting themes that deal with angels, building a better
marriage, parenting skills, ten ways God wants to bless our life, and financial freedom are
important and should be addressed, but when a person receives a steady diet of such
themes and never gets to the radical call of the Gospel, something, perhaps everything, is
lost.
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Bill Hybels says that "Our culture ferociously maintains that 'you can have it all' but
that slogan is foreign to the mind and teaching of Christ. It's difficult for me to stand in
an affluent suburban congregation and tell people what they need to die to, walk away
from, or give up, but I have to" (Hybels and Briscoe and Robinson 115). The preaching
and teaching event must not only work with the areas of common grounding with culture,
but also confront those areas of culture that stand at odds with scriptural revelation. The
key to the process of making disciples and forming Christian character is solid biblical
exposition.
6 - Without solid biblical interpretation our preaching, and teaching ministries lack
God's power. God's power is released through the hearing and appropriation of his word.
Romans 10: 14,15 states that the preaching of the word is essential to bring people to
faith in Christ. "But how are men to call upon him whom they have not believed? And
how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear
without a preacher?" The implicit answer; they cannot hear God calling them into
relationship with him apart from the presentation of God's word. The reason for this is
given in verse seventeen, "So, faith comes from what is heard and what is heard comes by
the preaching of Christ (Romans 10: 17)." Power is implicit in the word of God. It
enables the hearer to come to faith, a creative word. Just as in creation God's word spoke
material things into existence, so now God's word speaks new life into our spiritually
dead lives. Paul speaks of this power to the Corinthians as well, "For the Word of the
cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of
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God" (I Corinthians 1: 18). God's power is unlike any other spoken word. It is living,
active, (Hebrews 4:12) and effective in accomplishing God's will (Isaiah 55:11).
The nature, authority, and power of God's word puts responsibility upon teachers and
preachers. Only God's word carries ultimate spiritual authority and our words carry
power only to the extent that we communicate scriptural truth. If we are not aware of the
true source of spiritual communication, then we may preach and teach at a lower level of
spiritual anointing and power than God intends simply because we have not made
Scripture a central part of our message. The effects of a diet light on God's word are
significant. Many Christians walk in spiritual defeat. Many churches bicker and fight
and fall short of God's intent when God has greater plans. The fundamental problem can
often be traced to failure to make God's word the controlling value.
David Wells conducted a study which also suggests a move away from solid biblical
interpretation. He analyzed 200 sermons found in Pulpit Digest and Preaching Magazine
from 1981-1991. His conclusions were that only 24.5 percent of the messages contained
both biblical content and an organization determined by the passage. Less than 50
percent were explicitly biblical in nature and an overwhelming 80 percent were
anthropocentric (251-252). If this is true, then the church is in danger of becoming a
social institution or country club. When churches and their pulpits exhibit low levels of
commitment to God's word we can expect a power deficit in the church and in our
individual lives.
John Stott identifies the problem behind the decline in church life as a famine of the
word of God (Amos 8:11). He goes on to suggest that "the low level of Christian living
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is due, more than anything else, to the low level of Christian preaching. More often than
we like to admit, the pew is a reflection of the pulpit. Seldom, if ever, can the pew rise
higher than the pulpit" (115). Stott's strong words point out the connections between the
preaching and teaching ministries of the church and the spiritual power experienced by
the church. Even when solid biblical interpretation and application are practiced some
will still choose not to believe or obey God, but without sound interpretation little chance
exists that God's power will be released. The need for solid biblical interpretation is
critical.
The Need for Relevant Application
Without genuine relevance there is no sermon. (Greidanus 157)
Too often preachers stress one side or the other - either dry exposition or dynamic
entertainment. (Osborne 12)
I take the Bible in one hand and the daily paper in the other. Karl Barth in
response to the question how he prepares his Sunday sermon. (Stott 149)
Our preaching is seldom if ever earthed. It fails to build a bridge into the modern
world. It is biblical but not contemporary. And if we are called to account for our
practice of exposition without application we piously reply that our trust is in the
Holy Spirit to apply His word to the realities of life. (Stott 140)

The second danger threatening the effective interpretation and application of Scripture
is the failure to address the audiences' life questions. Haddon Robinson tells the story of
a time he preached in Dallas. As he spoke he noticed within five minutes that people
were not paying attention. In ten minutes a man in the congregation fell asleep and
started to snore. As Haddon reflected on this response he came under the conviction that
he had created his own problem. "The problem was that I spent the whole sermon
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wrestling with the tough theological issues, the issues that intrigued me. It would have
been strong stuff in a seminary classroom. But, in that church ... it was a disaster."
"What happened," he concludes, is that "I didn't speak to the life questions of my
audience, I answered my questions not theirs" (Mastering 56). We must address the real
life issues that people in our congregation are facing.
The necessity of relevance in application of Scripture is modeled in the life of Christ.
The incarnation reveals Jesus' concern for human culture, circumstances, sensitivities,
and society. God came to earth, not as some space alien foreign to human existence, but
as a human being. Philippians 2:6,7 says that Jesus, "Who being in the very nature God,
did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing
taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness." God not only became
human but was born into a specific family, took on a certain occupation, and lived
according to Jewish customs and culture. Humanity was addressed on its own turf and in
ways it could comprehend. And now because of God's working through culture and his
willingness to identify with our needs and struggles, we receive many benefits. Not only
do we now have a "high priest" who is able to "sympathize with our weaknesses," and
give us "mercy," "grace," and "help" in this life (Hebrews 4:14-16), but we also receive
eternal life (Ephesians 2:4,5). Nothing could be more relevant.
The Bible follows the pattern set by the incarnation and is a book designed for relevant
application. For example, Paul says in I Corinthians 10: 11 that Israelite history serves as
a warning to Christians and is applicable to their circumstances. In describing the
Israelites' rebellion under the leadership of Moses, Paul says, "these things occurred as
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examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did" (v.6). "These
things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us .... "
(v.II). Paul goes on to exhort the Corinthians not to succumb to the temptation of
idolatry (vv.13,14). For Paul, applying scriptural exhortations, warnings, and principles
to the contemporary issues faced by Paul's hearers was a common practice. "For
everything that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through endurance
and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope" (Romans 15:4). The Bible
is relevant and we should allow it to speak for itself.
Some critics suggest that the teacher and preacher should not set off with the goal of
addressing people's needs. David Wells says that the,
Christian faith should not be captive to anyone. It should not be driven by the felt
needs of the masses ... [or] ... the prejudices of the elite ... [1]t is Christian truth
that should be taking captive culture both high and low ... teaching and
explaining what has not been well grasped, where the demands of God's truth and
the habits of culture pull in opposite directions. (137)

A danger exists in making need the exclusive focus of our preaching and teaching, but
such need should be included. One way to analyze Wells' critique hinges on the word
"driven." The Christian faith should not be driven by the needs of the masses, but should
be infonned by them and responsive to them. We should address people where they are,
and in ways that connect with their life situations, yet we should not neglect the deeper
spiritual issues which Scripture identifies and which people may as yet be unable to
articulate.
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The preacher, C. H. Spurgeon, once wrote that:
A lecture has been wittily defined as the transfer of information from the
lecturer's notes to the student's without it passing through the mind of either; but
sermons should not be equally dismal examples of non-communication. We
should be praying that God will raise up a new generation of Christian
communicators who are determined to bridge the chasm; who struggle to relate
God's unchanging word to our ever changing world; who refuse to sacrifice truth
to relevance or relevance to truth; but who resolve instead in equal measure to be
faithful to Scripture and pertinent today. (Stott 144)

We are not forced into an either-or situation when it comes to sound interpretation and
relevant application. We can live on both sides of the chasm; one foot in the biblical
world, and one foot in our contemporary world. If we choose to work on it, we can
communicate in ways that maintain both the integrity of Scripture and the hearers'
attention. We need to avoid what Osborne calls the "false concept of exposition as a
mere explanation of the meaning of a passage .... Although people go away impressed
by the learning demonstrated, their lives often remain untouched" (12). Ultimately the
teachings of Scripture must change lives. Robert Traina says that "it is essential that the
truth discovered in the Bible be thus incorporated into life" (Methodical 12).
Basic Definitions
1 - Hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is the science, methods, and principles by which the
intention of a biblical writer is interpreted and then applied to a contemporary context.
(Fee and Stewart define this more narrowly as strictly the contextualization of the
message, but see Osborne (5) and Traina (God's Word 250).
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2 - Exegesis. Exegesis is part of the hermeneutical process involving a careful,
systematic study of both the historical and literary nature of Scripture. Focus is placed on
what the text meant. Exegesis literally means to "draw out."
Two Interpretive Approaches
One interpretive approach is deduction. Deduction is the process whereby a person
comes to the text with a preconceived idea, topic, or interpretation and looks to the
particulars of the text for support. Here the interpreter reads meaning into the biblical
text (eisegesis). Reasoning moves from our own general and predetermined conclusions
to the particular text. An example might be reading the accounts of Jesus' miracles in the
Gospels and because of an anti-supernatural bias, reinterpreting them in a naturalistic
way. One might then conclude that Jesus did not really multiply five loaves and two fish.
The story just meant that he cares about people's physical needs. This is a subjective
approach.
A second and superior interpretive method is called induction. Induction is the
process whereby one allows the text to speak for itself and suspends judgment until
conclusions can be based on interpretive evidence. The reasoning moves from the
particulars of the text which then inform general conclusions. This text is exegeted in an
objective and impartial way and the meaning is drawn out. As Robert Traina says, this
approach "produces hearers rather than speakers" (Methodical 7).
Although we strive to remove presuppositions from the interpretive process, pure
objectivity is not possible. Interpreters bring their history, experiences, and former
theological understandings to the interpretive process. The key is awareness of our
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presuppositions and a commitment to following sound hermeneutical methodology.
Traina says, "An approach which stresses induction insofar as is possible is more likely to
produce impartial and accurate interpreters than any other approach" (Methodical 8).
Traina's Inductive Bible Study is a methodological procedure that systematically
guides the student. Specific steps enable the interpreter to discover scriptural truth.
According to Traina, methodical or inductive Bible study involves two indispensable
factors (Methodical 6):
1 - Certain Steps (The content of the method. Specifically, the types of tools and
probes used to uncover truth).
2 - Certain Arrangement (The logical steps and proper order that should be followed
in the use of the above tools.)
When remodeling a basement, the right tools and materials are needed: a hammer,
nails, chalk line, plumb line, miter box, lumber, wall board, joint compound, etc. The
wrong tools, like a screwdriver instead of a hammer to nail in 2x4's, would never
complete the job. In addition, the tools need to be used in the right order. A paint roller
is not helpful if the wallboard is not installed. The proper order is also important in the
interpretive process. We should use the tools ofliterary analysis first on the book as a
whole and then on the actual target passage. Commentaries are more useful later in the
process.
Basic Interpretive Principles
The goal of the interpreter is to discover the intentions of the biblical author. The
Bible is the word of God given to us through the words of people. Therefore, the context
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of the books and the audience to which they are addressed should be seriously considered.
Each author has a point to make and a meaning to convey and certain stories are chosen
and arranged to best make a theological point. The Gospels provide a good example of
how authors shape material to accomplish their own theological purposes. The reason we
have four different Gospels is because each community - Matthew's Jewish audience,
Mark's Gentile audience, etc. - needed different dimensions of Jesus' life and ministry
emphasized.
The authors were evangelists and the Gospels present theological history. As
evangelists, they have a message to communicate. Historical facts are not altered (Luke
1: 1ff), but the recording and interpretation of events convey a clear message to the
hearers. Greidanus says, "There need be no contradiction between Evangelists and
history writers .... " (91).
The main task in the interpretive process is to recreate the text's original meaning.
The interpreter works to uncover the author's intentions and purposes. "Texts are
fundamentally the fruit of human action and are generally created to express human
intentions and purpose" (Hirsch 19). Some debate whether or not one can uncover the
author's intentions. Some contend that the biblical authors might have failed in their
intentions or that the text does not give enough evidence to reveal clear intentionality.
Abraham suggests that it might be better to consider what author's achieved rather than
what they intended. Hirsch, however, feels that this is unnecessary. He objects to the
idea that we cannot know what a literary work is trying to achieve, only what it did
achieve. "It may be true that we are never certain what a work is trying to achieve, but
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our guess about its aim can be correct, and with enough evidence we can approach
certainty" (118). Perfect replication of the social context, the author's mindset, and the
needs of the recipients - all important elements in determining a text's meaning - cannot
be guaranteed, yet this should be our goal. Hirsch goes on to say, "If absolute certainty
were required in literary study, not a single interpretive statement in all existing exegesis
could meet the requirements" (118).
Fee says that "the only proper control for hermeneutics is to be found in the original
intent of the biblical text"

~ew

Testament 25). We need to get below the surface to ask

why things were said, why things were omitted, why things were arranged in a certain
way, and what the context is saying. Scripture, according to Bob Lyon, "is a set of
literary documents that have a history and contain historical material. To understand the
history of the documents is to begin to understand the documents themselves" (155).
Focusing on the author's intentions requires hard work and persistence, but is
foundational to the interpretive process.
Bible study can best be accomplished in the interpreter's language. Traina says that
inductive study in the initial stages is best practiced in the interpreter's mother tongue.
Three reasons for using the vernacular may be given:
1 - The average student is not skilled enough to handle the original languages
effectively.
2 - People think best in the language with which they are most familiar, the
vernacular.
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3 - The mother tongue allows the reader to identify better the broader structural
relationships which govern the literary units (Methodical 9, 81).
We should not conclude from the emphasis on the English text that original language
studies are unimportant. Some people are proficient with Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic
and should use their skill in the interpretive process. Valuable insights are garnered from
original language studies. Many interpreters, however, do not have the time or the
biblical language background necessary for in-depth original language studies yet they
can develop a working knowledge of the Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic so that lexicons
and other tools can be used effectively. A general knowledge of the original languages
also helps one understand the detailed insights found in critical commentaries. With the
growing specialization in biblical studies, even the best scholars find themselves having
to make lifetime commitments to one of the biblical languages, books, or gemes. As
pastors and teachers we do not have this option. We need to preach and teach from a
variety of biblical books and the English text plays a critical role in the process.
Well-rounded, thorough preaching and teaching is essential to the health of the church.
We benefit from the insights of language specialists and can at the same time devote our
time and ability towards developing our own language skills. The English Bible method
is well suited for utilizing the original languages but for those who have little or no
language training, the English Bible method is a powerful and effective process which
can assist one in interpreting and applying Scripture.
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Preferable Bible Translations
Many Bibles include elements which hinder effective interpretation. Bibles contain
verse and chapter breakdowns which were not part of the original autographs. Study
Bibles often add thematic titles at various places within the text revealing the editor's
interpretive biases. In addition, some Bibles make every verse a paragraph and therefore
block the flow of the text. Recent additions to the Bible are a detriment to interpretation
because they precondition the reader to see the text in the way another interpreter saw it
rather than in the way the original author might have intended. The structure of many
Bibles hinders the reader's ability to see the larger literary units which govern the
material.
What then are our options? Here are some suggestions for obtaining a good Bible for
inductive study:
1 - Find a good paragraph Bible. "The paragraph is the key," as Osborne says, "to the
thought - development of biblical books" (23).
2 - A void study Bibles and Bibles with thematic headings. Consider study Bibles later
when commentaries are used.
3 - Pick one mid-stream Bible to start the process, and one more dynamic later in the
process. A dynamic version will provide another perspective. The Revised Standard
Version and the New Revised Standard Version were prepared by a team of scholars and
are good choices for the bulk of one's study. As secondary texts, the New International
Version, Good News, New English, Phillips, Jerome, and the Message work well.
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Figure 2.1
Bible Version Dynamics
Literal translations seek to preserve as much of the grammatical structure of the
original language as possible. The style of the original language is communicated, but the
word-for-word correspondence sometimes makes it hard to understand.
Dynamic translations seek to maintain the integrity of the original language while
being more readable. The dynamic equivalent of verses and thought units is sought in
order to translate them into contemporary language.
Paraphrases, being more interpretive in nature and therefore distant from the original
Greek and He brew text, are not considered translations. Paraphrases communicate in
fresh and dynamic language and can be considered running commentaries.
Preparation for Study
Below is a list of several ways an interpreter can prepare to study Scripture:
1. Schedule Bible study during blocks of time. Utilizing larger units of time is a more
efficient process.
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2. Take notes.
3. Have the right tools available. Different tools will be needed at different points in
the process. The following section describes available tools.
4. Pray. Ask God to give wisdom and insight into the observation and interpretation
process. When moving to the application step, pray that God would apply Scripture
personally and then to others. In studying do not make this a purely academic exercise.
God wants to speak to us personally and then through us to others. Make your desk your
altar.

5. Be prepared for common problems: dry spells, lack of discipline, lost concentration,
and discouragement. Persevere through the hard times.
6. Be prepared for hard work. Study requires the direct connection between the seat
of your pants to the seat of your chair. Discipline and perseverance are required.
Scripture calls us to this kind of discipline. "Study to show yourself approved .... "
Billy Graham said that ifhe had ministry to do all over again he would study three times
more. We must be diligent students of the word. Our ministry will be impacted when we
discipline ourselves. John Stott has said that he can tell by the age of forty-five if
someone has been diligent throughout his life in studying God's word (80). Over time
our commitment, or lack thereof, shows.
Observation Overview
The study begins with the observation phase. Here we ask the question, "What do I
see?" The work at this stage resembles that of a good detective who can carefully and
systematically work through the evidence presented at a crime scene and recreate what
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took place. Care is taken not to miss anything that might be important to solving the
crime. If a detective is sloppy in collecting and handling evidence, it will affect his or her
ability to prove that their interpretation of what took place is accurate. In the same way,
the interpreter seeks to recreate as closely as possible the circumstances behind the
biblical text. A systematic and thorough approach is required. Haphazard, hit or miss, or
sporadic approaches are not adequate.
The ultimate goal is to understand the purposes and intentions of the biblical author.
Observation is a key to the process. The quality of later interpretation is directly related
to the quality of the observations. This is why Traina says, "Discipline yourself to see
how many different observations you can make on a given passage. Learn to spend hours
in the process of observation. It is the disciplined observer who is the effective and
thorough observer" (Methodical 75).
Interpretation Overview
The second phase of the process is interpretation. Interpretation answers the question,
"What did it mean?" The evidence which was gathered is now interpreted. The tendency
for many students of the biblical text is to jump to this stage prematurely, prior to doing
the important work of observing the text. Solid observations are made and then the
original author's line of reasoning and thought are reconstructed. What was he trying to
say to his hearers? What is the point he is trying to make? The key bridge between
observation and interpretation is the interpretive question. Questions raised in the process
of observing the text are now answered.
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Evaluation and Application Overview
The question asked here is "What in this text is rooted exclusively in the biblical
culture and what concepts, ideas, or principles are transcendent and applicable to other
times and places including our own?" We evaluate the text for transcendent truth and
apply that truth to our contemporary situation.
Correlation Overview
The conclusions we draw are then synthesized into a larger systematic theology.
See Figure 2.2 for an overview of the interpretive process.
Book Level Survey
Always remember that your text is only one small part of a whole, and was never
intended by the Biblical author to be looked at or thought of independently from the
rest of what he says. ~ew Testament 119)
Observation--------> Interpretation---------> Evaluation and Application------->Correlation
What I see?

What it meant?

What it means today?

How it fits
with the rest
of
Scripture?

Books
Segments
Sections
Paragraphs---------------->-------------------------->---------------------->------------------------>
Verses
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Movement goes from: Particular ---- -7----- -7----- -7----- -7----- -7----- -7---- General
Figure 2.2
Interpretive Process Overview
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A thorough book survey is important in the interpretive process. Knowledge of the
whole is essential to understanding the parts. Traina stresses that we should avoid the
error of seeing the details and missing the whole (Methodical 72). We can easily miss the
forest for the trees. We may study a tree, analyze its root system, bark, leaves, and know
a great deal about it, but that does not mean we have an accurate or comprehensive
picture of this tree. We will not thoroughly understand the tree without first acquiring a
broader picture and seeing how it relates to the rest of the forest. The same is true in the
study of Scripture. We may analyze a text but we will not understand it until we grasp
how it fits into the broader book context. Each biblical book is a coherent and
independent literary unit and its individualized units must be understood in relationship to
the book as a whole. Individual Scriptures derive their meaning in relationship to other
Scriptures and the general context in which particular texts are found must be considered.
Set aside four to six hours for book survey. Initially this appears to be a significant
commitment of time, especially when we are used to focusing our energy on the
immediate text we are studying. The time spent on the broader context is worth the
effort. A broader perspective is necessary for interpreting the smaller passages. The
survey work that has been completed can be used to gain a feel for the book's themes and
thought flow. It will be easier to note where the particular passage fits into the larger
scheme of things and in the end develop more accurate interpretations. In addition, time
is not wasted spinning wheels when approaching a text. We do not wonder where the
context of the passage begins and ends. We have thoroughly studied the context.
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Another point worth noting is that once a good survey is completed we have this
information for future studies. In the long run time is saved.
Read the Text
First read the text a minimum of two times. Bible expositor G. Campbell Morgan was
one of the world's greatest preachers. When asked to divulge the secret of his success, he
answered that he had made it a habit of reading a text thirty to forty times before working
on a sermon.
Read the text the first time in one sitting. Skim it and identify the general contents.
Read the text a second time with a pen and pad in hand. Look for details but do not bog
down with specific observations. The observations at this point are tentative and
preliminary.
Record Observations
Give each chapter a title. Chapter titles expand the interpreter's focus beyond the
individual passage being studied to the broader unit context. A wider view of the text
assists in the observation of the author's thought flow. Also, the content of the chapters
is remembered more easily.
David Bauer suggests that chapter titles are best when they are brief and simple (one to
three words), descriptive of the content, distinctive (the words stand out from the other
titles used), associative (the flow of the chapter is brought to mind), and memorable.
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Chart the Book's Main Units and Sub-Units
The thought development, themes, major emphases, and turning points in the book are
recorded. A picture of where specific passages fit into the book's overall framework also
evolves.

Main Units

Sub-units

1

1 2

5 17

14

8 11

16

Figure 2.3
Main Unit and Sub-unit Breakdown
Determine the main units and sub-units in the following ways:
I - Look for major shifts in focus.
2 - Allow the major structural relationship identified in the next section to inform
how the book's literary components.

It might be helpful the first time in working through this process to read through the
next section on structural relationships before completing the main unit and sub-unit
divisions. The descriptions of the structural relationships which follow will help
determine the units.
3 - Make the units as broad as the material allows. Some commentaries divide books
into dozens of thought units. Premature focus on detail can hinder the ability to see the
larger overarching themes. David Bauer suggests, as a rule of thumb, that there should be
no more than three major units per book.
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4 - The sub-units should correspond in their starting and ending points with the main
units.
5 - Main units and sub-units do not necessarily correspond with chapter breakdowns.
The above chart gives a picture of the broader themes but does not show the detail of the
sub-units. The flow of the author's message determines where main units and sub-units
are found and not the chapter breakdowns.
Identify the Structural Relationships
Structural relationships are the key component to the interpretive process. Numerous
structural relationships govern the text and it is the interpreter's job to become proficient
at identifying the literary devices which govern the material. Discovering the connections
between blocks of material takes practice but over time it is a skill worth its weight in
gold. Many sermons, teaching lessons, and powerful contextual insights begin with
structural observations. The heart of the English Bible method is identifying and
understanding the text's structural relationships.
Major structural relationships include:
1 - PreparationiRealization - verses provide the setting and background for the
material which follows. An example of preparation/realization is found in chapters one
and two of Job where the reader is prepared for the cycle of discussions which follow.
2 - Recurrence - words, phrases, ideas, or structures that are repeated in a biblical
text. An example of recurrence is found in the Gospel of John where the words light and
darkness are used numerous times.
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3 - Contrast - opposites are placed side by side in a text. Words like "but" are an
explicit clue that contrast is present. An example of contrast is found in the Gospel of
John where the difference between light and darkness is highlighted (John 1:5, etc.).
4 - Comparison - similar items are placed side by side. The kingdom parables are a
good example of comparison. The kingdom of God is compared to a story Jesus tells.
(See Matthew 13).
5 - Particularization - the biblical material moves from general to particular. James
2: 1 provides a general statement against showing favoritism and verses 2-13 give a

particular example of favoritism in action.
6 - Generalization - the biblical material moves from particular to general. Acts is
structured according to generalization with the focus shifting from the more particular
location of Jerusalem to Judea, Samaria, and the entire world.
7 - Causation - movement from cause to effect. A word that indicates causation is
"therefore." Romans 5:1 uses causation to suggest that because we have been justified by
faith therefore we have peace with God.
8 - Substantiation - movement from effect to cause. A key word indicating
substantiation is "for." Matthew 7:7 illustrates substantiation - why should we ask, seek
and knock? "For everyone who asks receives; he who seeks finds; and to him who
knocks, the door will be opened."
9 - Climax - a series of elements building to a culmination point. Ecclesiastes
develops the theme of the meaninglessness of life building to the book's conclusion in

Pfeiffer 38
chapter twelve that fearing God and keeping his commandments are the only answer to
life's perplexities.
10- Cruciality - a pivot in the material, a sudden change of direction, or a radical
reversal. Psalm 73 illustrates cruciality. In verses one through sixteen the psalmist is
envious of the wicked and questions the benefits of faith in God until in verse seventeen
he enters the sanctuary of God. This event radically changes his perspective so he is able
to see the benefits of faith and the final destiny of the wicked.
11 - Summarization - verses summarizing the material which precedes or follows.
Acts 1:8 summarizes the entire book of Acts virtually forming a table of contents.
12 - Interrogation - questions or problems are followed by answers or solutions. An
example of interrogation is found in John 9 where the blind man answers questions
concerning the miraculous healing he received from Jesus.
13 - Instrumentation - a statement of purpose. John 20:30-31 states the purpose of the
Gospel of John (Methodical 57-59).
Employing structural relationships. Structural relationships are employed at every
level of the study. In this case we begin with a study of the book as a whole, but later the
same structures will be used at the division, section, segment, paragraph, and verse levels.
The basic question is: "What is the point?" By learning to recognize units of thought and
seeing how they relate to one another, we begin to answer this question. The central role
the structural relationships play in the entire hermeneutical process is the reason these
laws need to be thoroughly understood.
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Distinctions should be made between whether a law is used in a major or minor way.
A major structural relationship controls over 50 percent of the material and applies to
studies on the book, segment, paragraph, and verse levels. For instance, if a book has
twelve chapters and a climax runs from chapters one through three, this would not be
considered a major structural relationship. The climax would need to control the bulk of
the material or at least six chapters. The observation about climax is important on the
segment level but not on the book level.
Some laws will not be clearly marked by connectives like "but," "for," or "therefore."
Structural laws may be implicit rather than explicit yet they still control the material.
Once it is understood how the laws operate it is possible to identify the flow of the
material and pinpoint relationships, whether or not a clearly identifiable feature is present.
Precise identification of structural laws is important. For instance, an introductory
section describing the book's background may be preparation realization, which is one of
the broader structures, but it may be more precisely a particularization, where a general
theme is introduced and explained more specifically, or even a causation, where the
material that follows is the effect of the previous section. Be as specific and precise as
possible.
Structural laws can be used in combination with one another. A simple structural
observation would note the working of one law; for instance, causation. It is possible,
however, that the relationship is more complex involving two or more laws working
together; perhaps the recurrence of causation and contrast. Be alert to laws working in
combination.
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Ask questions of the identified structures. We tend to ask questions of the passage
implicitly, yet when our efforts lack intentionality and we fail to focus these questions on
the structures we have identified, our conclusions are less sound. The process of asking
questions is essential to the interpretive process. If structural relationships are the heart of
the method, questions are the liver. Both are essential to the health of eventual
interpretations. Greidanus says that "Interpreters understand texts only by asking and
seeking answers to questions. Asking the right question is very important" (17). The
question asking and answering process is the bridge which joins observation and
interpretation. Later when specific questions are chosen and then answered, a great deal
of teaching and preaching material emerges.
Three types of questions may be asked of each structural relationship:
1 - Definitional questions are "what" questions which inquire about meaning, ego
"What is the meaning of this recurrence?" "What is the meaning of this Preparation
Realization?" Related definitional questions would be "how" questions (Modal); "when"
questions (Temporal) and "where" questions (Local).
2 - Rational questions are "why" questions which focus on reasons or purpose. Why
does the author use the recurring tenn? Why does the author use (structural law cited) to
prepare for what follows?
3 - Implicational questions ask "What are the implications?" They probe truths or
principles that flow out of or lie behind the structure.
Write out each kind of question under the identified structural laws. When the time
comes to focus on the laws which have greater importance in the text, take time to ask
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questions more thoroughly. Later in the process, when we move to observing specific
texts, questions will also playa critical role.
Record strategic areas. Identify the key passages which emerge from each of the
identified structural laws. For instance, if a climax is noticed record the climactic passage
as a strategic area. If a recurring theme or term is noticed, highlight the one occurrence of
particular importance given the book's larger picture. Strategic areas provide the
interpreter with:
1 - The overall picture of the thought and flow of the book. The importance of
beginning a study with a big picture of the book's contents and then moving gradually to
specific texts cannot be overstated. The strategic areas lead to the next, more focused
level of observation and interpretation. Specific themes, ideas, and issues connect with
the rest of the book. Often these broader insights can be missed.
2 - The location of areas in the text that may have specific application to ministry
context. If specific themes emerge from study - for example, church unity - and we
sense that this is lacking in our congregational setting, we can focus our attention on that
particular strategic area. A great deal of outstanding and contextually sound material
emerges as we identify strategic areas and allow them to become a bridge between
interpretation and application.
3 - When time is limited we can use the strategic areas as places to best focus our
energies. The meaning, purpose, and intent of a biblical author can be effectively
uncovered through an analysis of strategic areas. The material which emerges from a
study of strategic areas may be used to teach through a particular book following the
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identified themes, gather material for expository preaching, or to synthesize the insights
with the broader themes of Scripture. A systematic theology could also be developed.
Identify higher critical data. One of the critical tasks of interpretation is understanding
the text's historical background including the author, recipients, and place and date of
writing. The observation phase asks the question, "What did it mean?" but we cannot
answer this question unless we understand who wrote the book, who the book was written
to, when the book was written, the location of the writing, and the life situations that
stand behind the text. Identifying each of these elements will not always be easy, but we
should approach the second reading of our text with the goal of collecting this data.
Uncovering the text's background is not just an academic exercise. Vital historical
background information accumulates in the process and observation skills are practiced.
In addition, we have better recall of the information we uncover because we discovered it
for ourselves and can better interact with introductions and commentaries as they discuss
higher critical issues.
Record other observations. Here you might indicate any additional book observations
or peculiarities that have not yet been recorded. Possible items might include:
I - The tone or atmosphere of the book or even of one of the larger blocks of material.
This can be a helpful probe into the text as lessons and sermons are prepared. Calvin
Miller says that "Great preaching is ... making the audience feel the Scripture" (176).
As we move to the area of genre later, we will see how the atmosphere of a passage can
be used to powerfully communicate the text's message. The text's tone is particularly
important in narrative material, but is helpful in the other genres as well.
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2 - Variations in the reading of different versions.
3 - The development of a sermon list which would include items that stand out, raise
questions, or need further exploration.
4 - Parallels with other books. (The last two items are preliminary in nature and serve
only as tags which highlight an area that may be worth more in-depth exploration).
Utilize the work of other interpreters. Check your main unit and sub-unit breakdowns,
structural relationships, strategic areas, higher critical data, and other major impressions
against that of other expositors. Some sources of information might include introductions
or Bible handbooks and commentaries (One caution: depending on the commentary, there
is a tendency at times to break the material down too specifically at the survey stage. The
key is to break the material down as broadly as the materials allow). Commentaries most
helpful at this stage will be exegetical rather than devotional in nature.
Main and Sub-Unit Survey
The observation phase continues, but now we move closer to the interpretation of
specific texts. Once we have the overall book context in mind, we move to the smaller
segments and use many of the same probes we used to study the larger book context.
Three hours is a good approximate time to cover the survey of a main unit, sub-unit, or
section.
Identify the Target Segment
Identifying the segment can be done in two ways:
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1 - Identify units beginning with the broader book context. The segment can be
identified by looking at the book survey and seeing the main units and sub-units that have
been identified. The smaller units are subdivided from the larger units.
2 - Identify units beginning with the specific text being studied. Work from the small
unit to detennine the larger context. First the common theme or idea within the text is
identified. David Bauer defines a segment as "two or more paragraphs about the length
of an average chapter bound together by a common theme." Secondly, detennine where
the author begins and ends the focus on this theme. The theme defines the limits of the
passage and sets its parameters. The segment is then analyzed further in the steps which
follow. Starting with the specific text will be helpful when coming across a biblical text
of interest. Movement is made from the point of interest to its interpretation.
Give a Title to Each Paragraph
Observe the interrelationship between blocks of material. Individual verses and words
are interpreted based on their context, not in isolation. When we study the flow of
material at the paragraph level we are more likely to interpret the individual elements
correctly and avoid proof texting. A good paragraph Bible is essential.
Identify the Main Units and Sub-Units
Identify the Structural Relationships
(See Book Survey for details)
Ask Questions of Each Structural Relationship
Identify the Strategic Areas
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Identify the Genre
Other Major Impressions
Detailed Observation
At the detailed observation stage we move directly to the verse(s) being studied. We
are still not at the point of interpretation. We are gathering information and raising
questions which will then be used in our interpretation. One hour and thirty minutes is a
suggested time frame for the detailed observation phase. Several types of observations
can be made:
Observe the Terms
Look for non-routine terms that appear significant. For example, in English it is not
helpful to note that the word "the" appears twelve times in a passage. "The" is a routine
term that sheds no light on the subject. If you are proficient at Greek you may want to get
into more detail at this point and note if terms do or do not have definite articles, but this
leads to the next type of observation.
Observe the Grammar
If diagramming sentences and analyzing grammar are a strongpoint, this is the place to
use those gifts. Subjects, predicates, direct objects, prepositional phrases, etc., can all be
identified. Knowledge of the original language can illuminate this process further.
Make Structural/Contextual Observations
Structural probes are vitally important. Observations should be made, as they have
been on the book and segment levels, on the paragraph, sentence, and clause levels.
Systematically ask the questions: How do the immediately preceding verses relate to the
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target verse(s)? What structures are operative in the verse itself? How does the target
verse(s) relate to the verses which follow? David Bauer suggests that the analysis moves
sequentially from the preceding context to the immediate target verse as a whole, the
clause as a whole, the phrases, and to the context immediately following the verse.
Observe Logical Functions
Words like scope, extent, action, actor, recipient, motivation, attitude, function, nature,
can be used to label various terms and phrases. After the interpretive phase, these labels
may assist in the preparation of sermon outlines and teaching lessons. If several
motivations are listed in a section, then it may be possible to analyze these further and
develop a corresponding presentation.
Note Connections with the Broader Context
Look for relationships that may have been missed and would shed light on the verses
being studied. Connections with the segment may have significance.
Making Effective Observations
The key to the making observations is focusing only upon those elements in the text
which appear to be significant. Non-routine and potentially significant observations
should be singled out. Be as thorough as possible and remember that later on, when
consulting other commentaries, significant observations that were missed may be added.
Thorough and systematic work will follow a sound process. David Bauer suggests three
criteria for making observations: importance, difficulty, and interest. These basic
categories are arranged below to address the church context.
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1 - Importance - What feature of the text appears to be most important in
communicating the meaning of the text? Which observations appear to be most
significant in accomplishing the goal of recreating the text and discovering the author's
intentions? This criterion should be first and foremost.
2 - Interest - The ultimate goal of exposition is not commentary, but sermon or
teaching. When observing the text inquire as to what elements have the most potential
for application in the ministry context. What elements of the text offer potential
applications for life situations? What elements of the text address potential future needs?
Fee suggests developing a sermon list of materials that could be used in the preparation of
a Sunday school class lesson, small group curriculum, or a sermon iliew Testament 118).
One caution; it is important to remember that we are still in the observation phase of
the study. Although a text may appear to have potential application and may initially
appear to connect with a life situation, it will not be known for certain whether this is the
case until the textual evidence is interpreted. Texts that stir initial interest may not later
match the application we thought existed. The author's intention is the ultimate
determiner of meaning. The selections made at this point are preliminary and set the
stage for future interpretation and application. Although observation always involves
some measure of interpretation, we need to resist the tendency to interpret prematurely.
Drawing conclusions before gathering the evidence leads to erroneous conclusions.
3 - Difficulty - Probe into the complex textual issues. Some texts are significant in
the study of debated issues like baptism, election, and baptism of the Holy Spirit, and
texts may be chosen to examine these issues. Obscure textual elements may also be
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studied more thoroughly. Make sure to avoid the trap Haddon Robinson mentioned when
he answered his own questions and missed his audience's concerns. Textual difficulty is
an important selection criterion.
Observations may be recorded in three ways:
1 - Mark each observation in your Bible. Put a box around term observations;
underline grammatical observations; circle explicit structural connectives, for instance,
"but," which would indicate the structural law of contrast; put the name of an implicit
structural relationship in the margins in brackets, eg., [causation]; and put any logical
observations in parentheses. Next, ask questions about the most important observations.
Ask the definitional question: "What does this meanT'; the rational question: "Why does
the author .... ?"; and the implicational question: "What are the implications? (See prior
discussion on the importance of interpretive questions as the bridge from observation to
interpretation). Marking the biblical text can also work well in a word processing
program.
2 - On a separate pad, write at the top of the paper the five types of observations.
Several lines down write the words "preceding context," then several lines down write
"verse observations," and then several more lines down "following context." Under each
of these three headings make observations. Note the impact the preceding and following
contexts have on the target verses. When moving to the verse itself look for each of the
five types of observations. Record these observations and ask questions of those that
appear to be of greatest significance.
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3 - A more detailed approach is possible. Take a sheet of paper and fold it in half. On
the top of the left hand column write the word "observations." On the top of the right
hand column write the word "questions." Record your observations under the left column
and move to the right column and ask questions of each observation. After filling in both
columns, move to the interpretive phase and answer the questions that have been raised.
Interpretation
Here we enter a critical element in the interpretive process. The quality of both the
observations we make and questions we ask about these observations impact the
soundness of our interpretations. Questions form a bridge to interpretation and must not
be overlooked.

Questions

o bservati ons

Interpretation

Figure 2.4
Questions Bridge Observation and Interpretation
Answer Questions Regarding Terms
Use a good lexicon or theological dictionary to obtain an initial definition. Next,
define the term as it is used in the book. Different authors may define terms in different
ways so care needs to be taken not to read one author's definition into another writer's
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work; e.g., teleios, is defined as "mature" in James while in Matthew it is "complete in
love." Utilizing a computer Bible program can save a great deal of time. When all the
references are found, analyze each word as it is used in each specific context. The larger
book context is the starting point for defining terms but the immediate context is the key
to determining the specific meaning of a word in its context. Osborne says that "the
immediate context is the final arbiter for all decisions regarding the meaning of a term or
concept" (21).
Finally, define the term as it is used in the corpus; e.g., in Paul's writings, testament,
LXX, or in extra biblical literature. Summarize the findings and draw inferences.
Answer Structural and Contextual Questions
Begin with the immediate context and answer any structural questions. Move
gradually to the segment and then to the overall book context indicating how the passage
fits into these larger units. One important key at the point of interpretation is learning to
think in units. Interpret individual passages in their relationship with the immediate
segment and larger book units. Sometimes a passage will be illuminated by its
relationship to the larger and surrounding units; yet at other times this may not be
significant. Careful work needs to be done at this point. Summarize the findings.
Identify Scriptural Cross References
Analyze other sections of Scripture which do not contain the word(s) being studied,
but deal with the text's theme. The basic principle is that Scripture interprets Scripture.
The most important determinants for interpretation focus on the study of an individual
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author's meaning, but bringing in other Scriptures as long as they are not superficially
read into the text can round out and inform meaning. Summarize your findings.
Record Other Commentators' Insights
Consulting commentaries is the last step in the interpretive process. Respected
theologians measure, screen, challenge, and refine our interpretations. At this point,
because of the hard work we have invested to interpret the passage for ourselves, we can
intelligently interact with other interpreters. New evidence informs our conclusions.
Critical commentaries are the best tools to weigh and interpret the evidence. Use a
devotional commentary only for a different angle. It will be important when using any
commentary that conclusions and applications are carefully evaluated. Always ask, "Is
this point supported by the evidence in the text?" If not, then it is better to use an idea
more soundly grounded in the text. Summarize the commentators' findings.
Synthesize the Overall Findings
Synthesizing the findings may be accomplished in the following ways:
1 - List all the truths and form a sermon list.
2 - Paraphrase the verses.
3 - Develop an outline.
4 - Develop a lesson plan.
S - Develop a kernel of truth which then serves as a sermonic thesis statement.
Beneath this thesis develop supporting points. The structure of the material may
determine the structure of the message.
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Evaluation
Observing and interpreting the text are not the end of the interpretive process. The
next stage is evaluation and application. Evaluation is the process where the relevance of
a passage is assessed so the interpreter can move to application. In application, the
universal truth of a passage is connected with the appropriate contemporary situation.
Application to one's current context is the ultimate goal of our study. "You cannot
separate exegesis from application" (Osborne 318). The text must be understandable and
relevant to the hearer's cultural context.
A danger in the interpretive process is that a proficient interpreter may find the joy of
discovery to be an end in itself. Preparation time may focus on issues which intrigue us
yet offer little interest to our congregations. Obscure word studies or detailed historical
analyses may excite the detail person or history buff, but eventually our sennon
preparation time runs out and we are left with sennon materials that have pricked our
interest but have little application to others. To avoid the problem that Haddon Robinson
mentioned of spending all our time answering our own questions, it is imperative that we
set aside ample time for the process of evaluation and application.
Evaluating biblical texts for applicable truths is not an easy process. Many preachers
who focus exclusively on the New Testament avoid the evaluation step completely.
Elizabeth Achtemeir says that two-thirds of the biblical canon is lost today in Christian
preaching (Relevance 3). Often the message addressed to the ancient Israelites appears
too difficult to understand and apply. In reality, the Old Testament and all of Scripture
can be interpreted, evaluated, and applied effectively when a proper process is employed.
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The value of a sound interpretive process also surfaces when we evaluate the relevance a
passage brings to our contemporary situation. Experience and practice are required to
evaluate biblical texts effectively, but with hard work proficiency can be attained. The
goal is to separate the local truths rooted in the biblical culture from the universal and
timeless truths which lie below the surface.
Three possibilities exist when evaluating the applicability of a text:
1 - The text contains an eternal principle or universal command that can be directly
applied to all other settings. All Scriptures address a particular historical situation, but
the general principle embedded in the text can be applied to any other time or culture. An
example of a general principle might be the statement in John 14:7 that "Jesus answered,
I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me."
Jesus as the bridge to the Father is true and applicable to the disciples' lives and our lives
today.
2 - The text contains a message that is relevant to a similar setting in a similar culture.
Many Old Testament passages contain truths that are restricted to the particular historical
setting in which they are presented. Relevance to people beyond the recipients is still
possible. A similar culture today might find an application. For instance, the issue
concerning a women's dress and head covering might apply in Muslim cultures. In
addition to the material having a direct application to a similar culture, the passage may
also serve as an illustration of a general biblical principle stated elsewhere.
3 - The text contains local historical practices that need to be separated from the
general and universal principles. A historical situation may no longer exist, but the basic
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principles which inform the now obsolete biblical application can be distilled from the
text. The application of the text is made obsolete by the extinction of the situation, so the
task here is to remove those elements that are rooted in the biblical setting and culture and
discover the more general truths relevant to a new context. For example, the dietary laws
of the Old Testament should not be replicated today, yet they contain principles regarding
holiness, obedience, and separation that have contemporary relevance. Several factors
come into play in this separation process: the progress of revelation, the role of Christ in
revelation, and the witness of the biblical canon.
The key to evaluation is distinguishing between those elements in the text that are
local and restricted to the biblical context and those which are general and universal and
applicable to other contexts. Evaluation is a formidable challenge and no exact science.
Here is a suggested evaluation process.
1 - Determine the features in the text that appear to be restricted to biblical culture.
The Bible is a historically conditioned book. Achtemeier says that we need to be faithful
to the historical specificity of the biblical word and that we need to recognize that these
written words were addressed to a specific, historical, elected people of God (Relevance
9). This among other things suggests that the starting point for the evaluative process is a
sound grasp of the historical background of writer, recipients, and setting as well as the
details of the text being analyzed. We then ask: Are there elements in the text that are
not repeatable historically? Are there cultural practices in the text that are no longer
practiced? Are there cultural features in the text that are being practiced today? If the
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command or teaching is completely tied to the historical situation, like the dietary laws of
the Old Testament, are they transferable in any way to our context?
2 - Identify the author's applications to find any parallels between the biblical culture
and our own. Identify the response the author intends from his readers. Ask the
following questions: How did the author apply the text to his hearers? Are there clear
similarities between the biblical culture and our own? What are these similarities?
Would the author say the same thing to our culture as he did to his? Are there elements
in the text that need to be recontextualized for the receptor culture?
3 - Identify the universal principles within the text. The interpreter seeks to identify
those principles within the text that are timeless and hold contemporary value. We
suggest three ways to identify the general and transferable principles within the text.
First, we allow the life and teachings of Jesus as recorded in the New Testament to be the
standard for determining ultimate truth. Second, we see the life of the people of God
today (your present congregation) in continuity with the life of people of God in the Old
and New Testaments. The question we may ask is whether or not the person's situation
in relation to God is similar or dissimilar to our own. Third, we hold a conversation with
the rest of the biblical canon and allow Scripture to interpret Scripture.
After identifying the transcendent principles we can ask some of the following
questions: What is the theological significance of this passage? Is prior revelation
significant in the discussion? Does the progressive nature of revelation affect the text's
conclusions? How does the teaching of Jesus impact your understanding of the text?
How does New Testament teaching affect the value of the material you are studying? In
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what ways is God's action in the life of Israel similar or dissimilar to his action in the life
of his people today? Are there any analogous situations between God's people in the past
and God's people today? Is it possible to regenerate the impact of the ancient event upon
the life of God's people today?

Biblical World

Our World

1

i

Author's Application

........................... > Our Applications

Underlying Principle

- - - - - - - - > Underlying Principles

Figure 2.5
Evaluation Process
In Figure 2.5 we see that underlying eternal principles are transferable to any time
and place. The solid line represents the underlying universal principle which is
applicable to all people of all time. The dotted line represents a specific application of
the universal truth. Specific applications may be transferable ifthe cultures are similar.
Application
Once the material is evaluated and transferable principles are identified, the next step
is to pinpoint the appropriate application. If the culture is the same, how is application to
be made today? If an eternal principle is identified, either as directly applicable or
discovered within the text, how is this principle communicated to the receptor culture?
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For example, the scriptural concept of a holy kiss means we should express brotherly
affection. A modem day contextualization of the holy kiss may be a hearty handshake or
hug. The scriptural concept of gleaning a field addresses the need to care for the poor. A
modem day contextualization may be to support or start a food bank. The scriptural
concept of meat sacrificed to idols is interpreted as a person having freedom for morally
neutral practices or that we are to avoid offending a brother or sister. A modem day
contextualization may be not to drink alcohol. The scriptural concept of head coverings
suggest avoiding practices that might suggest sexual infidelity. A contextualization of the
message may mean not lunching alone with a woman who is not one's wife. The
scriptural teaching not to have tattoos means we should not imitate pagan religious
practices. A contextualization may be not having our bodies pierced (Klein 421). The
goal is to move from the biblical world to our world.
The application stage answers the question, How does the scriptural message impact
the people, including the interpreter, in the contemporary context? Application involves
exegeting Scripture and culture.
We have suggested a process for the interpretation of Scripture, but must also interpret
the culture in which we minister. In many of the books on hermeneutics is a great deal of
space designated for interpreting Scripture, but little attention is given to exegeting the
contemporary context. Imbalance in interpretation results and follows pastors, teachers
and small group leaders into their ministry settings. The interpreter, following training,
spends a great deal of time analyzing Scripture and little time on contextualizing and
applying Scripture in meaningful ways to the hearers.
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Osborne warns against this when he says, "Good contextualization is just as important
as good exegesis in henneneutics" (333). Pastors and teachers should not only be good
interpreters of Scripture but also good observers of human behavior, societal trends, and
social dynamics. Christian communicators need to be good sociologists in order to
understand the culture in which they minister. Exegeting life is a new concept for many
preachers, teachers, and leaders in the American culture. Too often we hold the
erroneous belief that we have an intuitive grasp on societal needs and issues. Often,
however, our teaching and preaching appears irrelevant to the growing numbers of people
with little Christian experience or memory. Today the church is forced to recognize the
breadth and speed of societal changes and the need to make adjustments. Failure to
exegete culture and contextualize the biblical message effectively will lead our secular
society to conclude that the church is irrelevant.
Exegeting Our Culture
The key to effective application of Scripture is for the interpreter to live in two
worlds. Stuart Briscoe says that we must think about the interests of others and expose
ourselves to secular thinking and those ideas the world considers interesting (Mastering
75). We need to be missionaries who work hard to understand the language and customs
of the people God called us to reach. The purpose of this process is not to condemn or
judge but to understand how we can best communicate the good news of Jesus' love. The
process starts, as Osborne says, "with each Christian who will take his own setting
seriously, live in it and love it, as God Himself has done in Christ" (Osborne 153).
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We must take our context seriously if we are to communicate effectively. In our
busy world it is easy to skip the step of interpreting the community. Osborne warns us
about this and says, "Busy pastors, too, need to function as a sociologist [sic], constantly
doing the type of life situation study that will enable them to meet the needs of their
congregations" (356). Without this work it is easy to lose touch with the average church
attender and community person and yet still assume we are on target.
Several steps may be taken to effectively interpret our culture:
Intentional interaction. Identify the needs, fears, hopes, and dreams of the people in
one's ministry circle. Jesus ministered from the known to the unknown and so should
we. The problem is that most Christians do not mix in secular settings, do not have any
non-Christian friends, and therefore do not know what secular people are thinking or
feeling. Laity need to be intentional to relate the Gospel, in word and deed, to the people
they associate with in their workplaces. Pastors need to be intentional about creating
opportunities to relate to non-Christians and those in their communities. Also, skills need
to be taught to pastors, teachers, church leaders, and small group leaders which help them
observe community dynamics.
Interaction with our ministry context may be achieved in several ways:
1 - Find an authentic life interest, like golf, tennis, mechanical work, etc., and pursue
it in a secular setting. Bill Hybels asks all the Willow Creek staff pastors to interact with
people outside the church intentionally. This can be accomplished by playing in the
community bowling or softball league instead of a church league or by playing basketball
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at the high school gym instead of the church gym (29). As interaction takes place mental
notes can be made of the needs and issues that emerge.
2 - Mentally set six or seven people around the desk as messages are prepared.
Imagine asking these people: What do you doubt in this text? What do you need to be
reminded of from this text? Which of your feelings, desires, needs, and thoughts connect
with this text? Achtemeier says that many needs and issues will emerge from this mental
exercise and will open up potential avenues with which a sermon or teaching lesson may
deal (Preaching 54).
3 - Meet people by practicing intentional consumerism. Instead of going to different
stores to shop and restaurants to eat, patronize the same businesses. Rub shoulders with
store workers, managers, waiters, waitresses, shoppers, and diners. Make an effort to get
to know one of the clerks or waiters. Befriend them, learn their names, call them by
name, and seek to build a relationship. Build a bridge to the community and interact with
non-Christians.
4 - Convene feedback sessions with the target group. Every April, Bill Hybels selects
eight people who are part of the church's target audience and gives them an assignment.
F or thirty days each person is instructed to circulate in their social settings and to note
issues which people may like to hear addressed by the God's word. Each person is asked
to develop a series title and specific ways the messages can be communicated. One
month later the group attends a retreat and talks about their findings. The insights
generated from this group are then brought to the elders and church staff. At a three-day
retreat church leaders choose among the top twenty ideas and make further refinements
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(163). Hybel's process illustrates a clear and intentional attempt to understand the
community.
5 - Do community surveys. Ask the people in the community why most people do not
go to church? Ask secular people about their needs and fears, hurts and hopes.
Community surveys can be an excellent way to understand the people we are trying to
reach with the Gospel.
6 - Convene feedback sessions to get in touch with the needs of those who attend the
church. Use case study methodology to uncover important issues with which people are
wrestling.
Loren Mead says that lay people are the ministry frontier and we need to find ways to
ask them questions (57). A feedback mechanism needs to be established. Case study
methodology may be a helpful guide to eliciting feedback. Convene a group of people in
the target group and have them write down a problem they face at work, a challenge they
face to their faith, or a theological construct which they have observed. Choose one case
each week for discussion. Not only will this help equip the laity to handle the challenges
of the ministry frontier, but it will also offer a goldmine of information for sermon and
teaching preparations.
Probe cultural dynamics using structural relationships. Structural relationships can be
used to probe the culture as well as the biblical text. Following the inductive pattern with
written material is different from applying the principles to people and communities. The
written material can be controlled while people are much more multifaceted.
Nevertheless, structural relationships can serve as invaluable probes in observing the
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community, the family, and the individual lives of people. After observing people and
community dynamics, ask questions of the observations and interpret the data. Questions,
as in the interpretation of Scripture, are a bridge to interpretation. The following list of
questions could be used in the interpretive process. Each question corresponds with a
particular structural law.
1 - What are the recurring themes or values found in people's lives? How do these
values impact their lifestyle and behavior (Recurrence)?
2 - What comparisons and contrasts appear between the Christian and non-Christian
worldview, and lifestyle? What is the meaning of the similarities and differences? Why
do similarities and differences exist? What are the implications? What do people value?
How do secular values compare or contrast with scriptural values? What are some
specific areas of common ground (Comparison and Contrast)?
3 - What events, attitudes, and circumstances help a person come to faith in Christ
(Climax)?
4 - What contrasts do new believers see in their lives between their newfound faith in
Christ and the secular worldview they once held? What was the pivotal event
(Cruciality)?
5 - What general characteristics speak of particular needs (Particularization)?
6 - What particular needs speak of general characteristics (Generalization)?
7 - What causes people to live and act in the ways they do (Causation)?
8 - What are the reasons for people's lifestyle choices and beliefs (Substantiation)?
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9 - What purpose do people have for living? What purpose stands behind their hopes,
dreams, fears and daily priorities (Instrumentation)?
10 - What in the background of the community or in people's personal lives helps us
understand the secular person's belief system and lifestyle choices (Preparation
Realization)?
11 - What basic elements characterize the people in the community, cf. Ric Warren's

Saddleback Sam? What are people's struggles? Can the struggles be categorized? List
the findings (Summarization).
12 - What questions are people raising? How are people seeking to answer their
questions (Interrogation)?
Answer the questions and summarize findings. Summarize the information gathered
from each structural probe. The information obtained can then be cross-referenced with
answers to other questions. Further synthesis may be possible using the following
categories:
1 - Disadvantages
2 - Values
3 - Issues
4 - Motivations
5 - Felt Needs
6 - Unarticulated Needs
7 - Struggles
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8 - Problems
9 - Questions
10 - Doubts
11 - History
12 - Circumstances
Read the literature of the culture and the writings of societal experts. Some people are
adept at observing, processing, and interpreting societal trends. Others speak from
national platforms and offer good insight into cultural dynamics. Awareness of what the
national pundits and leaders have to say is important, but additional sources of
information exist. Local or regional people may also prove helpful information sources.
Local community leaders may have insight into current issues surfacing in their
neighborhoods. The concerns of a particular community or region of the country can vary
from national issues. For this reason, it is important, in some ways more important, to be
aware of local and regional issues. Consulting outside experts serves to check whether
our own conclusions are in line with what others are observing. The process parallels the
use of commentaries to check scriptural interpretation.
Possible information sources include magazines like Time, Newsweek, People,
Atlantic Monthly, and the New Republic. Additional sources of information might
include the New York Times book reviews, local newspapers, local editorialists,
American history, local history, material from the behavioral and social sciences, and
Leadership Network material.
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Refine the findings. Additional insights found from outside resources are now used to
correct, refine, and bring to maturity the ideas derived from one's own observations.
Formulate a sermon based on the findings. Once the biblical text and the modem
context are thoroughly exegeted, the final step is the formulation of a biblical message.
The material is now in hand to formulate a sermon that is both biblically sound and
culturally relevant. When the inductive process is followed the results are sound. The
goal of developing a biblical message that is also relevant to the modem audience can be
realized.
Contextualizing the Findings
The final task in the application process is relating the biblical findings to the cultural
findings. Traina says that "once one has discovered which biblical norms are
transcultural and relevant for the present, and what is involved in the contemporary
ethical situation, it remains to relate the former to the latter" (God's Word 99).
Contextualizing the biblical message is a new challenge in America, but is not new to
foreign missionaries. The practice of some missionaries who threw English tracts out the
window of airplanes so that the pagans in the rainforest below would come to Christ was
a total failure. English tracts are not effective in reaching pagan tribesmen who do not
read or speak that language. The need to present the Gospel in comprehensible ways to
the receptor culture is a lesson learned through the many failures in foreign mission work.
Today's strategy is sensitive to the receptor people's culture so as to identify the best
ways to communicate. We in the American setting need to sit on the shoulders of foreign
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missionaries and learn how to contextualize the Gospel message in our rapidly changing,
multicultural, pluralistic North American context.
Two preliminary issues must be addressed before we can interpret our ministry context
and exegete our culture:
1 - We must realize that we do not often have a grasp of the needs and issues of the
people in our ministry context. We too often assume that we understand people when we
do not. The same assumptions creep into the exegesis of Scripture; when before we
thoroughly study the passage we think we know what it means. We have not observed
the text or interpreted the Scripture yet we have a feeling about its meaning and draw
premature and often erroneous conclusions. Diligence should be shown when we
interpret the culture as well as when we interpret Scripture. In fact, we may need to be
more careful in our analysis of culture because we can easily assume that our experience
of the culture is shared by others. Similarities of perspective are often not the case.
As Christians we become distanced from the culture in which we once felt
comfortable. The non-Christian worldview, the plausibility structure of the secular
world, is no longer our home. Donald McGavran describes this process of gradual
change in the Christian's life as that of redemption and lift (298). When we are
redeemed, God changes us and we are gradually lifted out of the lifestyle and worldview
that once informed all our decisions. The process of sanctification and spiritual growth is
God's will for our lives, yet to impact others we must employ an intentional process to
understand, identify, and reach out to unbelievers and seekers.
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2 - We need a model that helps us contextualize the biblical message. Once we
recognize the blind spots we have about our culture and the tendency to assume that other
people's experience is like our own, we need to develop a systematic plan to identify
people's needs. Below is a model to move us in the direction of analyzing our culture
and applying Scripture.
A Contextualization Model
This model has implications for ministry in general but here it is applied to the
interpretation and application of Scripture.
As Christians we are responsible to relate to and affirm the good elements of our
culture while also embracing the counter-cultural elements of the Christian faith. Leslie
Newbigin says that we should not simply affirm or reject culture. We have to hold two
ideas in tension; God accepts human culture and God judges human culture. The model
in Figure 2.6 attempts to picture the balance necessary for Christians to effectively relate
to secular culture. Neither withdrawing from society nor becoming indistinguishable
from society are biblical options. "What is wrong is the absolutizing of one position
against the other and the corresponding ex-communication of those who take the other
role. What is needed is the discernment to know, from day to day, and from issue to
issue, when the one stance is appropriate and when the other" (195).
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Figure 2.6
A Contextualization Model
We must avoid two errors in our attempts to present the Gospel in ways which are
comprehensible to our hearers:
I - Allowing the Christian worldview, as informed by the Gospel, to become so

separated from the larger culture that we are perceived by non-Christians as irrelevant and
out of touch. One of the last things we want others to think is that the gospel and the
Christian lifestyle are irrelevant. The gospel is relevant and we need to make sure we
communicate this with clarity, regardless of our cultural context. We should not
withdraw from culture since this is impossible anyway. Instead we should try to
influence the culture with the good news of God's love. Jesus' incarnation is the ultimate
example of how God does not condemn culture but seeks to work through it to bring
salvation to humankind. Walls calls this the "Indigenizing principle" and says that
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... it is the essence of the Gospel that God accepts us as we are, on the ground of
Christ's work alone .... But ifhe accepts us "as we are" that implies He does not
take us as isolated, self governing units, because we are not. We are conditioned
by a particular time and place, by our family and group and society, by the
"culture" in fact. (97)

Culture is not evil but provides the structures God has designed to govern the world.
Culture provides the rules and guidelines for human interaction and contains both
redemptive, positive elements and evil, destructive elements. Jesus became part of a
specific culture with a certain language and particular customs. We should also interact
with and understand cultural customs, language, and dynamics.
The need to indigenize is what spurred the development of the seeker-sensitive
movement. Churches like Saddleback and Willow Creek Community have worked hard
to recover a connection with the culture that is often lost in the church. These two
churches were the first to insist that the Indigenizing principle needs recovery and that the
unchurched culture should be addressed. The seeker-sensitive movement and the
scriptural principles that stand behind it call future pastors to be missionary pastors.
Jesus takes the best of the receptor culture and uses it for redemptive purposes. The rest
he seeks to transform through his presence and the power of God's word. A new
generation of pastors and church leaders are following Christ's model. A second error
may occur as we seek to understand and interact with our culture.
2 - Allowing the Christian worldview as informed by the gospel to overlap so closely
with the secular culture that a distinction in beliefs and practices disappears. The Old
Testament people of Israel often fell into this trap, compromising their beliefs and
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embracing pagan religious practices. Israel's idolatry was not a rejection of the ancient
faith of Israel but a blending of two antithetical worldviews to create a hybrid religion.
For instance, it is not possible to be a monotheist - that is to believe in one God - and at
the same time to be a polytheist, to believe that there is more than one God.
Along with the call to be in touch with our ministry context and to contextualize the
Gospel is the caution to avoid fully embracing secular culture. When we do we tend to
baptize ungodly practices and make them part of our Christian doctrine. For example, we
live in a materialistic culture, so instead of taking a stand against the dangers of
materialism, we embrace them and create names for them to support our materialism.
Another example is the formation of a civil religion which suggests that God is always
on America's side. We may not call ourselves the new Israel as preachers did early in the
life of our nation, but we still view ourselves as a religious people that can do no wrong.
We live in a great nation and should be proud of our citizenship, but when decisions
made are not in line with the Gospel we should speak as citizens of God's kingdom.
The Christian faith and lifestyle are to be countercultural. Christians are not to
embrace the practices of those who do not know or serve Christ. We are different and
this should be clear in our interaction with our culture. Walls calls this the "Pilgrim
principle" which is in direct tension with the Indigenizing principle (98). Walls says:
Along with the Indigenizing principle ... the Christian inherits the Pilgrim
principle, which whispers to him that he has no abiding city and warns him that to
be faithful to Christ will put him out of step with his society; for that city never
existed, in East or West, ancient time or modem, which could absorb the word of
Christ painlessly into its system. (99)
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The Pilgrim principle was active in Jesus' ministry. Three groups of people responded
to Jesus' ministry; the disciples believed, the crowds were amazed, and the religious
leaders opposed and rejected. When we are faithful to Christ and the word of salvation
we can expect the same types of responses. Our message will make people
uncomfortable. Paul says that the "message of the cross is foolishness to those who are
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God" (1 Corinthians 1: 18).
The temptation for Christian teachers and preachers is soft-selling or candy-coating the
Gospel because we do not want to offend anyone. We fall into the trap of building our
church, as Chuck Colson says, on "feel good theologies," seeing the church as a "hot tub
religion," or "McChurch," and seeing God as a "big fuzzy therapist" (Veith 213,215).
The basic truths of Scripture are either minimized, mauled, or neglected in the name of
seeker sensitivity.
The question which follows is, "How are we to proceed in light of the dangers of
taking either of these two principles too far?" The key to contextualizing the Gospel is
maintaining the balance between these two principles. Balance is the key concept yet it is
also subjective and open to constant debate. One person may she or he has achieved
balance, while another sees compromise.
Many have criticized the Willow Creek model as going too far to appease secular
culture, yet too often criticisms come from those with little knowledge of that ministry.
Willow Creek, for example, balances these two principles, yet many who copy their
methodology have lost that balance. The seeker-sensitive movement is a blessing to the
church, yet it can be abused by those church leaders who do not have a handle on the
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holistic philosophy that undergirds the methodology. When balance is lost in a church's
ministry strategy, problems develop. Problems also emerge when we lose balance in our
preaching and teaching. When we focus too heavily on one element without the other, we
can fall into the pit of irrelevance or compromise.
The debate that surrounds the need to indigenize and also teach as pilgrims is a healthy
process. The balance we maintain is not static but dynamic. The situations around us
change and so must our strategies. The Christian community can playa valuable role in
showing us where we are right and wrong in our attempts at balance.
Some critics suggest that no effort should be made to address seeker's questions. No
attempt is made to get into the minds of seekers or to identify their needs. Other churches
take this too far the other way. One church insists that certain expletives may be used to
make a point. Not the really raunchy ones but, nonetheless, questionable ones. During a
sermon a preacher from this congregation spoke about how he owned an expensive car
and that when a lady questioned him about the car he called her "witchy." He began the
word with a "w" instead of a "B" because he had used another word the week before that
some thought was offensive.
The question we need to ask is, "How far do we go to identify with the secular
culture? How far is too far?" George Hunter responds to this matter by suggesting, "We
take and use what is best, not worst about the receptor culture." Although debate on the
use of expletives is cut-and-dried for most, it illustrates the precarious balance that comes
into playas the Pilgrim and Indigenizing principles are considered.
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Marva Dawn says if "preachers want their sermons to reach out to the people from the
surrounding culture they serve the public best, not by dumbing down the faith, but by
boldly declaring the new creation in Christ (2 Cor. 5: 17), in which visitors to worship can
find a home" (216). Vigilance is needed to make sure our good intentions of reaching
people with the Gospel are not undermined by strategies that compromise the integrity of
our message. The debate will continue as Christians seek the right response.
When it comes to preaching, teaching, and applying the word of God to the specific
needs of the hearers, balance is the goal. With work and constant vigilance to monitor
potential drift into imbalance, our preaching and teaching can be both relevant and
theologically sound.
Here we suggest a process we can use to apply the biblical interpretations to our
audience while also maintaining a balance between the Indigenizing and Pilgrim
principles.
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Points of Contact
Common Ground

Figure 2.7
World view Overlap and Area of Common Ground
Some elements in the Christian and secular worldview stand at odds with one another.
As a result, the Christian communicator should reject and speak against unbiblical beliefs.
In other areas, however, common ground exists between the two worldviews. This is
where opportunity can be found to both communicate Scripture with integrity and also
address the needs of a culture that is turning away from God. The area of common
ground answers the question seekers and believers all ask of sermons and teaching
lessons; "So what?"
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William Dymess suggests a model to contextualize the evaluated truths:
1 - Begin with people's common stresses, hopes, and values. All people struggle and
God's word provides the solutions to life's challenges. We are all created in God's image
and all people struggle in an imperfect world. These common connections are excellent
points of entry into the secular world. Dymess suggests that we affirm the positive values
of American culture, including the values of individualism, and hopefulness while also
pointing out the limitations of these values; e.g., how individualism taken too far
mitigates against the value and priority of community (143).
2 - Highlight the larger transcendent signs that stand behind societal and relational
breakdowns and joys. Expose the limits and failures of cultural thinking. Expose people
to the biblical insights that address our needs: job loss, sick child, sudden death, career
advancement, car problems, etc.
3 - Present the challenge of the Gospel. We must state that our hopes, dreams, needs
and struggles are only adequately addressed in the person of Jesus Christ. The word of
the cross is good news and this is the key to understanding the transcendent cries of our
heart. Here Jesus took our suffering, rebellion, and sin and reconciled us to God. "In this
event we are reconciled with one another and see our true hopes realized. The value of
the created order is affirmed" (Dymess 147).
4 - We must call people to obedience. Dymess says that "as we hear the Scriptures
and receive the empowerment of the Holy Spirit we have the resources to trust, obey, and
serve (149). We cannot keep the focus of our preaching and teaching on needs. People
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need to progress beyond this point although such needs will always be important to God.
Here is one way to picture the contextualization process:

Dealing with Emerging Questions
Felt Needs
Addressed

Transcendent
Needs Beneath
The Surface

Call To
Christ

Call To
Mature
Discipleship

Disciple Development Process
Figure 2.8
Common Ground Utilized in the Discipleship Process
We begin the discipleship development process by addressing felt needs since they
fonnulate the common ground with our non-Christian culture. We cannot, however, keep
the focus on needs. To bring people to deeper levels of faith we need to balance out
indigenous and Pilgrim principles. The above model shows one way that balance may be
accomplished. Dawn is right in her suggestion that character fonnation must take place
in the Christian's life. "The essential goal of preaching is that the listener be
transfonned" (210).
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Another approach which some advocate is the rehearsing of salvation history and the
story of the cross. Needs are not the starting point in this case, but rather Scripture's
stories. Newbigin says that the church should not try and address the needs or questions
which those in our context are asking. "The world's questions are not the questions
which lead to life" (119). Newbigin has some excellent insights in his book, but here he
suggests a radical discontinuity between the Christian and secular worldview that goes
too far. Later he says we should "start with story not people's questions" (151). The
Bible addresses all the needs that human beings will ever face and it is appropriate that
we allow the Bible to speak to these needs. It is imperative, however, that we see the
addressing of needs as the starting point for reaching unchurched people and not the final
destination. This is where seeker-targeted churches and seeker-oriented messages can go
astray. Some churches do well with felt need issues on Sunday, but do not deal with the
deeper theological issues in other contexts (for example, by offering a believer's midweek service to bring people to deeper discipleship).
Telling the story using understandable language and appropriate metaphors is also a
way to communicate the biblical message. Perhaps it is not an either-or situation. At
some points, we may begin with a need in our communication with people and at other
times we may begin with the story, but the bottom line is that our communication needs
to be both biblically grounded and comprehensible to our hearers. The process for
interpreting Scripture and the community are pictured in Figures 2.9 and 2.10.
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Figure 2.9
Interpreting Scripture: Feedback Loop for Future Interpretations
Interpretation of our Community:
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Figure 2.10
Interpreting the Community: Feedback Loop for Future Interpretations
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Sermon Development
The preacher now returns to the biblical text and looks at it in light of the needs he or
she has identified. Achtemeier says, "The preacher must listen to their text on behalf of
the congregation. They must ask how my people will hear this text? What is the message
God has for them on this particular Sunday" (Preaching 54). Fee tells us that there are no
rules for this process

~ew

Testament 133). The Holy Spirit now focuses our efforts and

thinking so as to best address the needs of our hearers.
1 - Pray over the text and ask God to reveal ways to develop the main theme.
Greidanus says that "one major pitfall of application is that preachers transfer isolated
elements of the text rather than its specific message" (166). Miller says that "to use
biblical passages for purposes not in harmony with those which prompted the writing of
them is to misuse them" (The Way 10). The biblical text's main theme should be our
guide, perhaps summarized in a propositional statement or a sermon title. The theme,
along with the main points of the sermon, can be developed in a multitude of ways. The
ultimate goal is to present the theme in ways that maximize its impact.
2 - Look over the biblical and cultural materials and see where they best intersect with
a congregational or community issue. A good test is to ask, "Why should we preach this
sermon?," "Why should we teach this lesson?" If a satisfactory answer does not emerge
then a relevant application is unlikely.
3 - Develop the main points or movements, if preaching narratively, with the text's
main theme serving as the guiding principle. Osborne says that we should treat as
significant whatever the text treats as significant (133).
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4 - Develop the specifics of the sermonic structure. Many books on structuring and
developing sermons are available and we will not attempt to address the complexities of
this subject, yet there are some basic observations about sermon development which
relate to the hermeneutical process we have presented.
Two basic ways to develop a sermon or message may be identified. The first is
moving from text to idea. Here the theme of the text is the starting point and the
sermon's points are developed in ways consistent with the hearer's life situation and
needs. Some call this expository preaching and here the communicator needs to be
careful to interpret the life situation of the hearers as well as the biblical message.
Exegeting life is as important as exegeting the biblical text.
The second way to develop a sermon from the exegeted material is to move from an
idea to the text. Here felt needs or congregational issues are identified and form the
starting point for sermon development. Topical sermons, which have grown in popularity
in the last years, often follow this course of development. The danger here is imposing a
meaning on a text which does not exist. Eisegesis (reading into the text) takes place and
the sermon has little or no biblical grounding. Proof texts replace sound interpretation.
Preaching which begins with a topic may be harder than strict expository preaching
because of the danger of proof texting. The problem is not the idea of moving from an
idea to the text. Topical preaching is an effective and important way to develop
messages. The difficulty, however, is in choosing the appropriate texts.
The Bible addresses every human need and it is appropriate to allow the Bible to speak
to people's needs, but to do this well the interpreter needs a solid handle on the book and
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segment contexts as well as the background of the text being considered. The effective
topical preacher must work the exegetical process outlined in this paper. It will be
especially important that time is spent doing book and segment studies since this provides
the larger framework for interpretation. Only a commitment to solid exegetical study will
ensure sound interpretation and application. An investment of time and sound discipline
will yield benefits and our congregations will hear solid messages that are both
scripturally sound and personally relevant.
Preachers and teachers who do not invest time in study eventually produce shallow,
superficial messages. John Stott says that he can identify whether or not the study of
Scripture is a preacher's lifelong discipline by the time he or she is forty-five years old
(208). Craddock says "Fuzziness at the edges of one's biblical text results in fuzziness at
the edge of one's sennon" (10). A poorly chosen text not only misses the richness of
what Scripture could offer to the subject had the right text been chosen, but it also
diminishes the power of that message. If our preaching and teaching is not finnly
grounded in God's word, the Bible too easily becomes a resource like any other secular
text rather than the message's source of truth and power.
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Distilled Hermeneutical Principles
Historical Interpretation
1 - The sermon content should be rooted in the biblical text and not in a foreign idea or
theme. A distinction is made between exegesis, drawing meaning out of a text, and
eisegesis, reading meaning into a text.
2 - The intentions of the biblical author are paramount in the interpretation of a text.
The author's intention provides the controls necessary for sound exegesis of the biblical
text.
3 - The contextual elements of a book playa vital role in the interpretation of
individual biblical passages. The interpreter should have a grasp on the book context as
well as that of the segment, section, and paragraphs.
4 - The structural relationships which govern biblical material are critical in
understanding the book's context. Understanding key structures which are employed in
the context is an essential step in grasping the author's intentions and the text's meaning.
5 - The background of the biblical book provides interpretive evidence necessary to
understanding the book.
6 - Several key areas provide probes into the text including:
A- Key terms
B - Grammatical issues
C - Atmosphere
D - Genre considerations
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7 - Once the truths of a text are grasped and the meaning discovered, the exegetical
conclusions can be stated clearly and concisely.
Contemporary Application
I - Transcendent truths are distilled from the biblical text.
2 - Culturally bound elements in the text are understood, their significance discerned,
and, when appropriate, communicated.
3 - Transcendent truth from the biblical passage is connected with the appropriate
contemporary situation.
4 - Clear movement from the text's meaning to application is demonstrated. It is not
enough to have interpreted the text in its ancient setting. The meaning must be
communicated in a way that tells the hearer how the text impacts them today.
5 - The biblical message often comes as a challenge to the secular worldview. The
Pilgrim principle suggests a discontinuity between the Christian and non-Christian
worldview. Contrasting worldviews will emerge in the preaching of the biblical text and
especially the Gospel.
6 - The message of the text is communicated in ways discernible and comprehensible
to the modern hearer.
7 - Effective contextualization of the biblical message requires that the preacher is in
tune with the needs, issues, and spiritual dynamics ofthose who hear the message.
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CHAPTER 3
Design of the Study
Problem Restated
In our changing world preachers need to be relevant to the needs and issues of the
modem hearer while also maintaining solid biblical interpretations. The need for
preachers and teachers to develop biblical and relevant messages surfaced as I visited
many churches throughout the nation as part of the Beeson doctoral program. We visited
cutting-edge churches and listened to some good preaching and teaching, yet some of the
messages seemed more like a conglomeration of quotes and a pasting together of proof
texts rather than biblical messages. A balance should be maintained in our preaching
which allows us to maintain the integrity of the Gospel in our attempts to be seekersensitive.
Purpose Restated
Our focus is on two tendencies: the tendency to weaken biblical content in attempts to
be relevant, and the tendency to neglect relevance in the attempt to be biblical. The
purpose of this study is to determine how well preachers in the Brethren In Christ church
are interpreting and applying Scripture. Does Brethren In Christ preaching contain both
sound interpretation and relevant application?
Population and Sample Boundaries
The Brethren In Christ church is a small denomination of approximately 250 churches.
The roots of the church are found in the Anabaptist, Wesleyan, and Evangelical
movements. Historically the church was strong in foreign missions and service
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ministries. In the last few years a focus on outreach and evangelism through the planting
of churches has become another component in the church's life. The pastors of the
denomination are strongly evangelical and to varying degrees, like their churches,
conservative. With the new focus on reaching unchurched people, many pastors have had
to rethink their methods of communication as well as the content of their messages. To
assess how well pastors in the Brethren In Christ Church are adjusting to the changing
ministry context, this study was done. Twenty-eight Brethren In Christ pastors in North
America who preach weekly were randomly chosen to participate in this study. The
sample was not limited by the part-time nature, age, gender or tenure of the pastor or by
the location; rural, urban, or suburban, of the church.
Instrumentation
The instrumentation for this dissertation was an evaluation study of Brethren In Christ
preaching. The goal of the study was to assess Brethren In Christ preaching for both
biblical soundness and relevance. A list of criteria based on the literature was
established. Each criterion had a scale rmming from one (strongly disagree) to five
(strongly agree). Individual sennons were evaluated by the assigned criterion and given a
numeric value on the scale. A table was fonnulated to record the results.
Reliability and Validity
The chosen instrument, an evaluation guide, was based on a study of the literature, and
covered the general areas related to the development of biblical and relevant sennons.
Three English Bible professors were asked to review and approve the evaluation guide.
Approval of the evaluation guide established that the instrument was a valid
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representation of the critical principles of biblical and relevant sermon development and
addressed face and content validity issues. (See Appendix A for a copy of this evaluation
guide).
To ensure the reliability of the study, the same three professors who approved the
evaluation instrument were asked to use this instrument to review and rate one sermon.
Three sermons were randomly chosen from the twenty-eight which were obtained. Each
professor evaluated one of the sermon tapes. Comparisons were made between the
professors' evaluations and the conclusions assigned by the researcher. The process
helped objectify the researcher's ratings and the study's conclusions. The purpose here
was to ensure the reliability of the study and to minimize subjectivity.
Data Collection
A computer generated list of forty random numbers was obtained. Each pastor who
met the established criterion was listed according the most recent Brethren In Christ
General Conference directory. Hispanic and non-English-speaking churches were
eliminated from the list. After each church was put in alphabetic order a number was
assigned through 250. Forty churches were selected and phone calls made to all forty
pastors. The goal was to have twenty-five to thirty pastors participate in the study. The
participating pastors were asked to submit a cassette tape of their Mother's Day message.
If they were not speaking that Sunday they could submit a tape from a Sunday near to the
target date. Basic information about the church: age of the congregation, size, location
and pastoral tenure was obtained. Any questions concerning the study were addressed at
that time.
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Data Analysis
The data was analyzed in two ways:
1 - Frequency distributions were established. Each item on the evaluation guide was
charted and the number and percentage of preachers who received each score was
calculated.
2 - The content was analyzed by looking for patterns in the data. Areas where pastors
were strong, weak, or both, was recorded. Patterns, trends, and categories were
highlighted as attempts were made to synthesize the findings.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Findings of the Study
Study Participants
Forty pastors were randomly selected from a list of 224 Brethren In Christ Churches.
Three Spanish speaking churches were inadvertently included in the random listing and
subsequently eliminated. Each of the remaining thirty-seven churches were contacted by
phone. Table 4.1 summarizes how the study sample was achieved.
Table 4.1
Summary of Study Sample

37 - Total Random Sample
2 - Could Not be Reached - Repeated Busy Signals
2 - Did Not Return Messages
1 - Not Interested in Participating
4 - Agreed to Participate but Did Not Send Tapes

28 -

TOTAL TAPES RECEIVED AND REVIEWED

A total of thirty-seven pastors were contacted about the study, but some were not able to
participate. One person indicated that he was not interested in the study. Some of the
pastors did not return phone messages and were out of town at the time of the call. It is
difficult to tell if those who did not return calls were just getting back to their families
and church ministry and therefore too busy to return my messages or if they saw the
timing issue as an excuse for not participating. Four others agreed to participate but did
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not send tapes. Two of these individuals contacted me saying that their tape recording
system had failed and they would try again. Evidently recording problems continued.
Two others did not contact me about the tape. Again, it is difficult to discern if these
pastors were too busy and therefore unable to follow up on their good intentions to send a
tape or if they did not want to participate and therefore allowed other obstacles to impede
their involvement.
Overall we realized our goal of receiving twenty-five to thirty tapes. It is hard to know
how the seven who did not participate might have affected the study, but we did have a
solid sample from which to work. Our sample included nearly one-fifth of all active
Brethren In Christ preachers in North America.
Figure 4.1 displays the study'S overall findings.
Historical Interpretation

Raw Score
Average Score / Possible Score

Contemporary Application

912

961

32.57/50

34.32/50

66.89/100

Total Average / Total Possible

Figure 4.1
Overall Historical Interpretation and Contemporary Application Scores
Table 4.2 provides a breakdown of the number of individuals who scored at each
level.
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Table 4.2
Individual Historical Interpretation and Contemporary Application
Scores by Category

Total Scores

Historical Interpretation

Contemporary Application

Excellent (43-50)

3

Very Good (36-42)

8

13

Acceptable (29-35)

8

8

Poor (22-28)

6

7

Very Poor (Below 22)

3

0

Table 4.3
A verage Church Attendance of Highest and Lowest Overall Scores
A verage weekly church attendance of pastors with the top ten scores

116

A verage weekly attendance of those with the lowest ten scores

202
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Table 4.4
Historical Interpretation Findings
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General Historical Intemretation Findings
Just over 10 percent of the group demonstrated excellent skill at interpreting Scripture.
Although no one in the study scored above forty-four, the excellent scores were
impressive in light of the nature of the evaluation guide. The evaluation guide covered
the full spectrum of exegetical probes which illuminate biblical texts. Depending on the
type of sermon being preached and the genre of biblical material being studied, some
probes are more effective than others. A high score on every question is not the ultimate
goal and may even be counterproductive to a coherent sermon. The effective expositor
uses the best probes given the nature of the material they are studying. As a result, some
areas on the evaluation guide received fives while other less pertinent areas may have
received a score of three or even two. A lower score on an individual question does not
necessarily mean that the interpretation is inadequate. Other factors require consideration
before a conclusion regarding a particular score can be made.
The group with excellent skills was matched by just over 10 percent of the group with
very poor interpretive skills. More pastors demonstrated excellent and very good
interpretive skills (39 percent) than poor and very poor interpretive skills (32 percent). A
solid block of preachers fell into the acceptable category (29 percent). When the three
very poor scores are factored in with the six poor scores, however, concerns emerge.
Thirty-two percent of the group did not adequately interpret Scripture. The large very
poor and poor groupings pulled the overall scores down and raised questions about
training, skill, time management, and execution of exegetical methodology among some
pastors.
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Specific Historical Interpretation Findings
Principle One
Pastors did well at uncovering the meaning of the biblical text. The average score on
the first question was considerably higher than the average overall historical
interpretation score. The goal in interpretation is to discover the text's meaning and 75
percent of those surveyed accomplished this goal. A large group of 25 percent, however,
did not adequately interpret the passage and received a score of two or three. Overall this
category yields encouraging results, although 25 percent do not base their messages on
solid biblical evidence.
Principle Two
The group score for identifying the author's intentions was higher than the average
historical interpretation score. Half of the pastors received a score of four or five.
However, 50 percent of the pastors received a score of two or three. Concerns emerge
when the biblical author's intentions were missed by 50 percent of the pastors. The
difference in scoring between question one where the group as a whole was generally
effective at uncovering the text's meaning and question two where pastors received lower
scores in identifying the author's intentions may be the result of two factors; first, the
interpreters' general effectiveness at discovering a scriptural theme in the passage, but not
necessarily the author's main message. The interpreter did not introduce a foreign theme
into the text and did catch a stream of the text's meaning, but this theme was subsidiary to
the major theme the author intended. Secondly, the interpreters identified the main theme
but in their explanation of that theme a noticeable lack of insight into the broader
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context emerged. As a result, the interpreter identified the main theme but did not grasp
the full extent of the theme and therefore the author's full intentions. The responses to
the additional contextual question on the evaluation guide further determine how well
broader contextual and thematic concerns are addressed.
Principle Three
The group was less effective at grappling with the passage's context. Only 36 percent
of the group handled the context well with 30 percent doing an adequate or acceptable job
and a solid group of 32 percent doing a poor or very poor job with the context. With 64
percent of the sample scoring three or below, serious concerns emerge as to the
effectiveness of understanding and uncovering biblical contexts. The average score for
question three was the lowest on the survey. The score indicates that broader book
contextual considerations were the weakest element and the greatest struggle in the
interpretive process.
Principle Four
The group scored higher in analyzing the immediate context than they did analyzing
the broader book context but again, weaknesses emerge. The average score for question
four was the second lowest score. Contextual skills are again lacking with 64 percent of
the group scoring three or lower. With nearly two-thirds of the group missing important
observations from the immediate context, sermon quality will be impacted. As in
question three, a solid group of 36 percent handle the context very well.
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Principle Five
No one in the sample demonstrated excellent skill in utilizing structural insights. A
solid group of 39 percent, a percent similar to the results on other questions, addressed
structural considerations well. A large group of 61 percent, however, did not identify
significant structural laws operative in the text. The average score for question five tied
for the third lowest score on the evaluation guide.
Principle Six
Key terms were effectively addressed by 43 percent of the group. The other 57 percent
did not handle key terms well. The average score was slightly higher than scores posted
for contextual matters, but was still below the average score for historical interpretation.
Surprisingly, key terms were not a strength of the groups' interpretive scores.
Principle Seven
Grammatical considerations tied the use and observation of structural relationships as
the third lowest historical interpretation score. Only 25 percent of the group
demonstrated good skill in utilizing grammar. A large block of the group did not utilize
grammar in their sermons and/or overlooked significant grammatical observations. The
average score on question six was again below the average historical interpretation score.
Principle Eight
The group demonstrated ability and skill in utilizing background information. The
average score on question eight was above the average score for all historical
interpretation questions. The group divided evenly between those who utilized the text's
background in excellent or very good ways and those who did not utilize or, perhaps,
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neglected the background. Generally the group was more effective in uncovering
background material, although 50 percent of the group was not effective. The average
score on question eight is the second highest in the historical interpretation category.
Principle Nine
Pastors used other verses from the Bible which related to the text theme effectively. A
small percentage scored in the one or two category. The majority of the group
demonstrated knowledge and use of related biblical texts. The average score on question
nine was the third highest in the historical interpretation section and was clearly a
strength in the group.
Principle Ten
Once the truths of the text were identified, the majority of the group - 57 percentstated the truths accurately and succinctly. A segment of 14 percent of the group did not
misstate the truths but did not demonstrate precision in communicating the text's
message. Nearly one-third of the group, 29 percent, did a poor job of stating the truths of
the text. Two reasons may be noted for the low scores on this question: first, some
pastors may need additional work at developing communication skills; second, some
perhaps struggled at communicating the text's message succinctly because they had not
yet detennined the content of that message.
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Table 4.5
Historical Interpretation Scores By Rank Order
Rank
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Question #
1
8
9
2
10
6
5
7
4
3

Question
Sermon content represents text's meaning
Pertinent background material provided
Scriptural insight from outside of book utilized
Intentions of author inform sermon content
Truths of the text stated succinctly
Key terms addressed
Structural considerations part of the process
Grammatical considerations part of the process
Verses which precede and follow considered
The broader book and segment context considered

Score
3.71
3.50
3.42
3.39
3.36
3.14
3.04
3.04
3.00
2.89
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Table 4.6
Contemporary Application Findings
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General Contemporary Application Findings
Only one preacher in the study scored in the excellent category in contemporary
application. The largest group, however, fell into the very good category. Application
skills are reflected in the scores, although few excel in the use of these skills. With a
solid group in the very good category, the overall group was effective in application but
not as effective as they could have been. Additional training and refinement building on
existing skills might move individuals towards an excellent rating.
Excellent and very good application skills were demonstrated by 50 percent of the
group. This is considerably higher than the 39 percent in the top two categories for
historical interpretation. A solid group fell into the acceptable category. Concerns
emerge as one examines the lowest two categories. Although no one scored in the very
poor category, 25 percent of the group scored in the poor category. One quarter of those
surveyed did not effectively handle the application phase of preaching. Although the
group generally scored higher in the application section than in historical interpretation,
the number of lower scores is significant. One concern is the small percentage of the
group which excels in the application phase. A second concern is the large percentage of
the sample which performed poorly at the application task. Additional training to teach
basic application skills would likely boost the scores. Specific areas of weakness will be
identified when individual questions are examined.
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Specific Contemporary Application Findings
Principle One
The group demonstrated good overall ability in identifying the transcendent principle
at the core of the text. A significant segment of the group fell into the very good and
excellent categories. A score in the acceptable category was given to 11 percent of the
group while 18 percent did a poor job grasping the core principle within the text.
Identifying the transcendent principle was one of the strengths for the overall group and
indicated that pastors, in the main, grasp the meaning of particular texts. A large group of
20 percent did not handle this task effectively.
Principle Two
Although the group succeeded at identifying the transcendent principle within the text,
they did a poorer job separating the culturally bound elements from the transcendent
principle. A score of three was given to 39 percent since there was not sufficient evidence
from the sermon to determine if the preacher had a grasp of the culturally bound
elements. Possibly the pastors understood the culturally bound elements but chose not to
articulate this information in the sermon. Given the higher score on question one and the
large group who scored a three on question two, such a possibility exists. A continuing
pattern of approximately 20 percent scored in the poor category.
Principle Three
Contemporary application is critical to the communication of scriptural truth and
although the group performed fairly well at applying the transcendent truth appropriately,
the findings were not as strong as hoped. A majority of the group, 57 percent, handled
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the application of the identified transcendent truth very well and some with excellence. A
quarter of the sample, however, fell into the neither agree nor disagree category
suggesting that clear understanding of the various application points was not
demonstrated. The preacher may have come close to clarity but fell short. Preciseness of
application is critical to effective communication. A segment of 18 percent once again
failed to accurately apply the text to the appropriate contemporary situation. Whereas the
large group scoring a three failed to succinctly make the application, the group scoring a
two or one misapplied the text.
Principle Four
Question four addresses a concern similar to question three by assessing the
appropriateness of application. Interestingly, both questions averaged the same score.
Uncovering the author's intentions is critical to interpretation and application and the
group performed fairly well. A large group of 36 percent did not handle the application
side with precision and therefore did not replicate what the author might have said in our
world today, but generally the scores were good.
Principle Five
Principle five received the lowest score in the contemporary application section. One
reason for the lower score may be the large group of 43 percent who scored a three. A
similar dynamic may be at work here as in question two. Some of the preachers may
have grasped the culturally bound elements but chose not to include this information in
their sermons. Instead they focused on the transcendent principle and did not explain
how they identified the principle. A large group of 29 percent who scored a two and
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perhaps some in the 43 percent who scored a three may not have adequately researched
the text to discern the background. At times the cultural background can illuminate the
meaning of the transcendent principle and for a large segment of the group an opportunity
to use the background for clarification purposes was lost.
Principle Six
The group was strongest in addressing the church's local concerns (see question nine)
but was weaker at connecting with the issues and concerns with which the secular culture
wrestles. Given the qualifications on question six regarding the communication of the
text's culturally bound elements, conceivably the preachers' ability to understand and
articulate Scripture to the secular mind is the weakest link in the application chain and
therefore received the lowest score. The preachers were informed, in a limited way about
the community's concerns (question ten), but were weak in addressing the identified
concerns so the secular person could understand. Many in the group did not come close
to articulating the secular application points. A segment of32 percent of the group
seemed unable to identify the points of contact with the secular culture.
Principle Seven
The group demonstrated good and even excellent skill in articulating the Christian
worldview in a way that challenged the secular worldview. The average score was the
second highest on the contemporary application section and clearly a group strength.
Pastors grasped and articulated Scripture in a way which upheld the Pilgrim principle.
The radical nature of the biblical message was preserved and communicated. The one
concern with the strength of the group on this question and the weakness of the group in
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making the message accessible to the secular mind (question eight) and articulating points
of contact with the secular culture (question six) is who exactly is hearing the biblical
challenge? Is the message being preached to the choir? Is it only for the shrinking
number of people with religious backgrounds? Will secular people find the church
irrelevant without the church communicating equally well to the believer and unbeliever,
to the saint and skeptic? Both the Pilgrim and Indigenizing principles do not reflect
similar strength of focus in the group's preaching.
Principle Eight
The group performed fairly well overall at making the message discernable to the
Christian and non-Christian mind, but the concerns raised under question seven remain.
The Indigenizing principle did not garner the same attention as the Pilgrim principle. A
group of 57 percent of pastors scored well in this category while 42 percent scored a three
or two. A large group in the sample did not demonstrate the skills needed to reach
secular people and to effectively communicate biblical applications to whomever may be
sitting in their churches on Sunday mornings.
Principle Nine
Clearly the pastors were informed by the concerns of their churches. A strength of this
group was the ability to discern needs within the church and address the concerns with
Scripture. Here the group received the highest score under contemporary application.
Preachers did not leave the sermon in the original context of the author's world and did
not present a theology lesson divorced from real life. They invested time and energy into
the messages to make them relevant to the church. No one scored below a three on this
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question. A large group of 82 percent scored in the very good or excellent category. The
eighteen who have consistently stayed on the bottom of the pack moved up a notch to the
neither agree nor disagree category. Since addressing the concerns of the local church is
an easier process for most preachers, it is surprising that 18 percent did not demonstrate
this skill. Preaching relevance includes addressing the needs of church culture and
secular culture and a consistent group of the sample was unable to do either.
Principle Ten
The average score on principle ten was below average for the contemporary
application section. Community concerns were addressed in many of the messages but
were secondary to church concerns. A group of 39 percent did not demonstrate
understanding of the community but did not necessarily neglect the community either. A
group of 18 percent of pastors again fell short and did not address the community's
concerns effectively.
Table 4.7
Contemporary Application Scores by Rank Order
Rank

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Question #
9
7
3
4
8
10
2
6
5

Question

Preacher informed by church concerns
Christian Worldview challenges Non-Christian WV
Transcendent principles identified
Transcendent truth applied appropriately
Biblical writers might have addressed same issue
Accessible to Christians and non-Christians
Preacher informed by community concerns
Culturally bound elements separated from transcendent
Points of contact with the secular culture articulated
Sermon explains culturally bound elements

Score
3.96
3.86
3.57
3.43
3.43
3.43
3.29
3.21
3.14
3.00
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Study Reliability
Three professors were asked to evaluate sermons using the researcher's evaluation
guide. Three tapes were randomly selected. One tape was sent to each professor for
review. The expectation was that the individual overall scores would vary but that the
average scores of all three professors would be close the researcher's overall average
score. In addition, it was expected that the average scores of the three professors on
individual questions would be close to the researcher's average score on individual
questions.
Analysis of the professors' scores reveals that variations on individual tape scores did
exist. One professor scored nine points lower than the researcher; a second professor
scored twenty points higher than the researcher; and professor three rated a sermon with
the same score as the researcher. Despite these differences, especially with the second
professor, no individual question stood at odds with the researcher's results and the
overall average for the scores was close.
The reliability of the study was supported by the average scores. The average score of
the professors' sermon evaluations was 62.3. The average overall score of the researcher
on the same three tapes was 59.3. The difference in scoring was only three points and
does not significantly impact the findings. Despite some variation with individual
professors, the close average scoring supports that objectivity of the findings.
In the area of Historical Interpretation the average scores were close. The average
score assigned by the three professors was 26.0 while the average score assigned by the
researcher on the same three tapes was 25.3. It appears that the researcher may have
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scored the tapes slightly lower than the professors on the Historical Interpretation section
although the differences are minute.
In the area of Contemporary Application the scores between researcher and professors
were also close. The professors scored their tapes with an average 36.3. The researcher
assigned the same three tapes with an average score of 34.0. Here the researcher's scores
were slightly lower than those from the professors but the differences were not
significant.
Table 4.8
Researcher's and Professors' Average Score Comparison
Historical Interpretation
Professors' Average Score

Researcher's Average Score
25.3

26.0
Contemporary Application
Professors' Average Score
36.3

Researcher's Average Score
34.0

The study's reliability is further reinforced by the similar average scoring between
professors and researcher on individual questions. No patterns emerged to indicate
researcher inconsistency with the three professors. At no time did all three professors
evaluate a question higher or lower than the researcher. Most times when differences
existed one professor would score higher on one question as compared to the researcher
and another professor would score lower on the same question as compared to the
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researcher. Seventeen times at least one of the professor's scores matched that of the
researcher. Ten times two of the professors assigned scores that matched the researcher's
score. Only three times did each professor score differently from the researcher on a
particular question. Even when the three professors' scores varied from those of the
researcher, the findings did not reveal bias or a breakdown in the researcher's evaluation.
The differences were not extreme and always balanced out. A good example of how
differences balanced out even when all three professors scored their tapes differently from
the researcher are the scores assigned to grammatical considerations. One professor
scored his tape two higher than the researcher; one scored his tape two lower than the
researcher; and the third professor scored his tape one lower than the researcher. We
conclude from this that the professors were slightly more rigorous in their assessment of
grammatical considerations than the researcher. Since professors are skilled in the use of
grammar this finding is not surprising and yet the difference in scoring is not significant.
Overall the professors' assessment of the assigned sermon tapes was close to the
assessment given by the researcher. An exact match of scores between professors and
researcher was not expected, any more than an exact match would take place between
professors evaluating the same tapes. The close average and individual scores support the
study's reliability.
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CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Major Findings
Several major findings can be highlighted:
1 - The overall group demonstrated adequate skill in interpreting and applying
Scripture. The average score of 32.57 for historical interpretation and 34.32 for
contemporary application put the group in the acceptable category. The group was
slightly more effective in applying Scripture than interpreting Scripture, but the difference
was not significant enough to move the average contemporary application score into the
very good category. The scores suggest there is room for improvement in both the
interpretation and application phases. A reasonable goal might be to raise the overall
scores in both historical interpretation and contemporary application into the very good
category.
2 - A large segment of the pastors performed well at interpreting and applying
Scripture. Eleven pastors scored in the very good and excellent categories for historical
interpretation. Fourteen pastors scored in the very good and excellent categories for
contemporary application. The skills for effectively interpreting and applying Scripture
appear to be understood and practiced by a large segment of the study group. The
sermons preached by these pastors were biblical and achieved the goal of identifying and
communicating the intentions of the biblical author. The hermeneutical process used by
these pastors worked well and produced sermons that assisted the listener in

Pfeiffer 109
understanding the Bible. The concern with biblical illiteracy is addressed with sennons
of the type produced by this group.
3 - A large group of pastors were ineffective in interpreting or applying Scripture. Just
as some in the study perfonned well in the interpretive task there was a significant group
that did not perfonn well. Nearly one-third of pastors scored in the poor and very poor
categories for historical interpretation and 25 percent of pastors scored in the poor
category for contemporary application. With significant numbers of pastors scoring low,
questions emerge about the training of pastors in interpretive skills, the methodologies
employed, and time management issues. Details concerning the specific preparation
process pastors used in developing their sennons was not within the scope of this study,
but the final sennon product indicates some deficiencies.
4 - Many pastors utilized exegetical tools but did not have a methodological
framework to employ these tools to their fullest potential. Another significant group, 29
percent, fell into the acceptable category for both historical interpretation and
contemporary application. The sennons ranked in the acceptable category showed flashes
of biblical insight, but in the end fell short of the depth of insight and impact of
application needed. The methodology employed by these pastors appears to fail in
delivering a maximized use of exegetical tools. The concern here is not that the
appropriate exegetical tools are not known, but they are used superficially. Others used
interpretive tools unevenly, favoring one type of textual probe over others. As a result,
significant findings were sometimes overlooked and missed. The final sennon was not
poor but could have been improved with additional study.
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5 - Pastors were generally effective in uncovering the basic meaning of the biblical
text. A key question on the historical interpretation side of the evaluation guide was
question one dealing with textual meaning. Did the sermon content represent the
meaning of the biblical text rather than a foreign theme? The average score on this
question was 3.71, making the identification of the text's meaning the highest score in
historical interpretation and clearly a group strength. A strong majority, 75 percent,
scored in excellent or very good categories. The high scores on question one are
encouraging. The foremost task of interpretation is allowing the text to speak for itself
and avoiding the introduction of foreign meanings into the text. Most in the group were
effective at uncovering the text's basic meaning.
6 - Pastors may have utilized commentaries and other interpreters' conclusions rather
than relying on their own research. An interesting finding in the study was the contrast
between the high scores for the identification of the text's main theme, and the
significantly lower scores for the use of contextual evidence used to uncover meaning.
The lowest score for historical interpretation concerned the comprehension of the book
and segment context. The second lowest score concerned the interpreter's use of the
verses immediately preceding and following the sermon's main text. The use of
structural laws to uncover the text's meaning was also among the lowest scores (see
Table 4.5). The question arises, "How did the interpreters identify the meaning of the
text without doing the necessary study to identify that meaning?"
One explanation may be that pastors did their own preliminary research, but relied on
commentaries to understand the text. Significant use of commentaries may also be
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suggested by the second highest score under historical interpretation, the utilization of
background material. Pastors utilized the kind of background information found in
commentaries. Three concerns emerge from the overuse or premature use of
commentaries in the interpretive process. One, the findings indicate that although the
meaning of the text was accurate there was noticeable lack of insight into the depth of
that theme. Specifically, as the pastors explained and the text's theme in their sermons
they lacked understanding as to how the text's broader context contributed to that theme.
As a result, the messages were accurate but not thorough in explaining the details of the
identified theme. The danger with preaching that neglects the context is that messages
can become superficial. The hearers are given biblical Cliff Notes rather than the full
scope of the author's intentions.
A second concern is that premature or significant use of commentaries prevents
interpreters from developing their own exegetical skills. The interpreter depends on
others to interpret the text and, depending on the quality of the commentary being
consulted, the results vary. Also, when we neglect the development of our own
exegetical skills we do not have the in-depth understanding of Scripture we need for long
term preaching effectiveness. What we learn in our research today feeds tomorrow's
study (see Figures 2.9 and 2.10). Both the short-term and long-term quality of our
preaching are linked to the exegetical process we utilize.
A third concern is that failure to do our own work and an over reliance on other
preachers or commentators may result in a lack of clarity in our communication. A large
segment of 43 percent of the pastors scored two or three on the question dealing with the
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succinct communication of the text's truths (question ten). If our understanding is too
general and not full-orbed we will have trouble communicating that message. Some
pastors struggled with the communication of the truths of the text because they had not
detennined the content of that message.
7 - Structural interpretive skills were as weak as grammatical interpretive skills.
Although seminaries and Bible schools focus on the use of original language tools, it is
not surprising that grammatical considerations were a weak element of the group's
preaching. Few preachers have the time or skill, despite their training, to make syntax
and morphology a major component ofthe exegetical process. It is surprising, however,
that the use of structural probes to analyze the context scored as low as grammatical
considerations. The basic structures which govern written material yield a goldmine of
insights and are utilized in the interpreter's language, yet these tools were not employed.
Without the effective use of structural relationships we expect a weaker grasp of the
book, segment, and section contexts surrounding a target passage. The findings of the
study indicate that contextual observations are the weakest element in the group's
henneneutical arsenal.
One reason for the weakness in structural observations may be that many preachers
have not learned how to make structural observations. Asbury Theological Seminary
developed an exegetical model patterned after Robert Traina's inductive study method.
The centerpiece of Traina's method is the importance of understanding and employing
structural relationships. Evidently the insights Traina teaches may be less utilized than
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one might assume. Teaching structural relationships to pastors may make a significant
impact on overall interpretive effectiveness.
One of the problems may be that pastors have an intuitive grasp of the structures
which govern the biblical text, but because the interpretive process they use does not
make these structures an explicit focus the results are hit or miss. Sometimes an insight,
for instance a contrast, may jump out from the page but other times it may not. A
significant contrast could be implied in the text but be missed if a step-by-step
interpretive methodology does not discipline the interpreter to look for each possible
structural relationship.
8 - Few pastors excel in the application of Scripture, although a large group
demonstrates very good ability. A segment of 50 percent of the group scored in the
excellent or very good categories under contemporary application compared to 39 percent
who scored similarly under historical interpretation. The group was more effective in
applying Scripture, but only one person scored in the excellent category for contemporary
application despite the higher overall score. Three scored in the excellent category for
historical interpretation. Schools and seminaries have taught hermeneutics for years and
some in our sample excelled in the process. Interpreting the community and applying the
biblical text in a growing secular culture is, however, a newer concept once reserved for
missionary training. As a result, few pastors have been exposed to the skill sets needed to
excel in their analysis of culture and application of Scripture to that culture. Again, we
need to note that a large group scored in the very good category, but additional training is
needed to boost some of those scores into the excellent category.
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9 - A large group of pastors demonstrated poor skill in the application of Scripture. A
group of around 20 percent of the pastors in the study consistently scored in the poor
category. Basic application skills were lacking and sermons did not carry the impact the
preacher intended. Additional training in the fundamentals of application is essential for
this group. Biblical insights are not clear to modem hearers and people leave without
answers to the perennial "So what?" question.
10 - Pastors of larger churches received lower overall scores on interpretation and
application than pastors of smaller congregations. Analysis of the top ten and bottom ten
scores reveals a surprising finding. Out of the top ten scores for historical interpretation,
six of the pastors ministered in congregations with an average attendance of less than 110
people. The average weekly church attendance for the top ten preachers was 116 people.
The assumption might be that pastors of smaller churches would not score highest on the
evaluation guide. This was not the case.
On the other hand, analysis of the ten lowest scores reveals that pastors of larger
churches scored lower than those from smaller churches. Out of the lowest ten scores,
only three pastors were from churches with an average attendance of less than 110 people.
The average weekly attendance for the lowest scoring churches was 202 people.
The pastors of larger churches did not demonstrate, as one might assume, greater
ability at interpreting and applying biblical texts than pastors in smaller congregations.
Perhaps pastors of larger churches have not had to adjust their preaching language,
content, and style to reach secular people because the church enjoyed success in the past
and the church members desire consistency with the past. Church members might

Pfeiffer 115
question why a pastor's preaching content and style should become more seeker-sensitive
when the sermons continue to work well for them.
11 - A strength of the group was the ability to identify the transcendent principle
within the text. The author's main point was effectively distilled from the text. A large
segment of 71 percent of the group scored in the excellent or very good categories. The
strong ability to uncover the transcendent principle connects with the strength pastors
demonstrated in the identification of the main meaning of the text. The bottom line in
interpretation and application of Scripture is to uncover the meaning of the text and apply
the transcendent principle within the text to a new audience and culture. Keeping in mind
the concerns raised about the breadth and depth of the insights identified (see observation
six), we must still conclude that pastors did well at uncovering general biblical truths.
12 - Preachers generally included in their sermons the background information
necessary for the hearer to grasp the text. The group did not attempt to present a
theological lecture to their congregations. Preachers were successful at identifying the
transcendent principle (question one), but did not provide explanations of the cultural
background and how they identified the transcendent principle. Two of the lowest scores
on the contemporary application section were question two: Are culturally bound
elements separated from the transcendent principle? and question five: Did the sermon
explain the culturally bound element? These low scores in themselves would cause
concern, but are tempered by high scores on the effective identification of the text's
transcendent principle (question one), the fairly high score on applying the transcendent
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principle (question three), and the fairly high score on the historical interpretation
section's question of the effective use of pertinent background material (question eight).
On occasion there were messages where additional cultural background information
may have been helpful in illuminating the transcendent principle but this was not a
significant issue.
13 - Preachers were strong in addressing church concerns. The stories told, references
made, and insights given indicate that pastors understood the issues and struggles people
in their congregation are facing. The pastor then moved beyond knowledge of local
church dynamics and addressed the concerns with Scripture. The preachers did not
present sermons as history lessons describing ancient events, but moved to the application
phase answering the questions people pose today. The highest score in the contemporary
application section addressed how in tune the pastor was with congregational needs
(question nine). The pastors committed time and energy to make their messages relevant
to the people in their congregations.
14 - Pastors were weak in addressing the issues, needs, and concerns of the secular
culture. Pastors were somewhat successful in making the truths of the text accessible to
the Christian and non-Christian audience (question eight and the Indigenizing principle)
and somewhat less informed by the community's concerns (question ten), yet one of the
weakest areas was the ability to identify and articulate points of contact with the secular
culture (question six). In other words, the questions being answered and concerns
addressed were not the ones that connect with seekers and secularists. Pastors focused on
church needs and issues and at times neglected opportunities to connect with a more
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diverse spiritual audience. A segment of 32 percent of the group scored a two or a one on
whether they were able to articulate a point of contact with the secular culture. The
concern here is that the feeling among unchurched people about the irrelevancy of the
church is reinforced by preaching which deals mainly with local church concerns.
Growing numbers of people do not attend church and preachers need to make a focused
effort to identify and address the needs of unchurched people in their communities.
Common ground must be pursued and bridges built to secular people (see Figures 2.72.9) or we risk being further marginalized by society.
15 - The Pilgrim principle received greater attention than the Indigenizing principle.
Pastors were effective in communicating the challenge the Christian worldview poses to
the secular worldview. The radical nature of the biblical message was preserved and the
call to biblical discipleship communicated. The second highest score under contemporary
application addressed the Pilgrim principle. Without a biblical challenge to the secular
worldview, Christians are destined for compromise and syncretism. Pastors stood up for
Christian values and made clear the importance of these values.
On the other hand, concerns emerge when the strength of the Pilgrim principle is
compared to the weaker score for the Indigenizing principle. Concerns are made more
critical by the lower scores on the pastors' understanding of the community (question ten)
and even poorer scores indicating the preachers' ability to highlight points of contact with
the secular culture (question six). The question that emerges is who exactly is hearing the
biblical challenge to discipleship? Is the message only for insiders? Is the message only
for the shrinking number of people with a church background? And will growing
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numbers of secular people find the church irrelevant without the church communicating
equally well to believer and unbeliever, saint and skeptic?
A further problem results from an imbalance between the Pilgrim and the Indigenizing
principles. Not only do we miss opportunities to communicate the radical call of the
gospel to secular people, but we also miss the opportunity to equip our people to
communicate their faith to the people they contact outside the church setting. Advances
need to be made to communicate equally well to believers and unbelievers and to balance
the Indigenizing and Pilgrim principles.
16 - Succinct application of the biblical text was unevenly practiced. A large group of
pastors connected the transcendent truth of the passage with the appropriate contemporary
situation. The final product of all our interpretive efforts should be a biblical, relevant
sermon. Many pastors accomplished this goal.
A quarter of the sample did not succinctly apply the biblical text, scoring three on
question three. The breakdown may have occurred because of a lack of clarity as to the
text's meaning or because the skills needed for sharp and concise application are not
known. The preachers in this category may have come close to clarity, but fell short in
the final analysis.
The final group consisted of those who did a poor job of applying the biblical text. A
segment of 18 percent scored two or one on question three. Whereas the larger group that
scored three failed to succinctly make the application of the transcendent truth, this group
scoring two or one misapplied the text.
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Theological Reflection
Two major concerns were the focus of this dissertation. The first was the tendency
among some preachers to weaken biblical content in the attempt to be relevant and the
second was the tendency to neglect relevance in order to be biblical. The study of
Brethren in Christ sermons yields interesting insight into these concerns.
Generally speaking, Brethren In Christ pastors did not weaken biblical content in
attempts to be relevant. It became apparent as the tapes were reviewed that the dynamics
in the Brethren In Christ church were different from the dynamics of the churches I had
visited which stimulated the initial concerns. Brethren In Christ churches are beginning
to learn how to be relevant to the culture while maintaining sound biblical preaching.
Many of the churches visited during our Beeson year were already successful at reaching
seekers and interacting with the secular culture. The temptation to weaken biblical
content to be more relevant was not a problem for the Brethren In Christ church since the
church is still determining if it wants to become more seeker sensitive and how they
might go about becoming more relevant to the secular culture.
Another problem did emerge from the study. Biblical content was not weakened
because of the quest for relevance, but biblical content was weakened by the lack of a
concise and sound exegetical framework. As indicated in the previous section on major
findings, some pastors handled Scripture well, but far too many did not. Even those who
scored well on basic interpretation and application tasks indicated through their other
scores that much of their work was not original. Depending on other commentators or
preachers is not the most effective process for both long and short-term preaching
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effectiveness. A step-by-step interpretive methodology appears to be a significant need
for a large group of pastors.
Time pressures are also a likely factor in the content concerns of sermons, but time
pressures alone should not keep pastors from sound interpretation. Gordon Fee says that
good exegetical work can be accomplished in ten hours of study and sermon building
~ew

Testament 118). The key to good exegesis is not having more hours to study and

apply, but the maximization of our study hours. Shallow, inadequate work is not the
necessary result of a busy ministry. Pastors can develop the skills that yield sound
interpretive results.
The second concern addressed in this dissertation is the neglect of relevance in the
attempt to be biblical. Relevance to the concerns and issues of those who already believe
was strong. The formation of Christian character depends on biblical insight and many
pastors were relevant and biblical in speaking to believers. However, communication to
the needs, issues, and concerns of seekers, skeptics, and secularists were not strong.
Relevance was not weakened in the quest to be biblical. Many pastors appeared to make
attempts at being relevant and seeker-sensitive. The use of language is a good example.
Many pastors tried to use language which the believer and seeker could understand.
Some, of course, did not. But when it came to addressing the common ground issues
between believers and seekers, the group did not do well. The reason for this lack of
connection with the secular mind is not because of attempts to be biblical, but rather a
lack of skill or perhaps vision to become more relevant to those outside the Christian
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fold. A more intensive focus on seeker sensitivity is needed by pastors in order to
increase effectiveness in reaching the seekers in their congregations and communities.
The questions of those who want to believe in God but have serious doubts must be
addressed and preachers need to work diligently to develop the skills that will enable
them to communicate with the growing numbers of unchurched people in their
communities. Osborne says, "Good contextualization is just as important as good
exegesis in henneneutics" (333). We must dispel the myth that we have an intuitive
grasp of the culture around us. We do not. The pace of change has been so fast in our
society that the church has often been left in the dust. Instead of assuming we understand
secular people, we should assume that we do not and, like a missionary, begin analyzing
culture and looking for opportunities to connect and ways to identify common ground.
Practical Application
One of the clearest application points emerging from this study is the need to equip
pastors with a step-by-step plan for interpreting and applying Scripture. Many pastors
utilize interpretive principles, but few do this in a manner which maximizes their time
and yields sound conclusions. Various levels of skill were demonstrated by pastors in
this study, but all would benefit from specific training. All pastors, including those who
demonstrated good general interpretive skills, need further work in the areas of structural
relationships, contextual analysis, appropriate use of commentaries, cultural analysis, and
application of Scripture to seeker needs. Pastors who need to refine their present
methodology would benefit as much as those whose henneneutical process needs a
complete overhaul.
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Several training modules could be planned to raise skill levels:
Module One: Basic Interpretive Skills. Here pastors would be exposed to an
interpretive process similar to the one presented in Chapter 2 of this dissertation.
Module Two: Interpretive Skill Exercises. The second module would give pastors the
opportunity to develop, practice, or refine the interpretive skills presented in module one.
Specific Bible books would be studied with the goal of obtaining a handle on the meaning
of the text.
Module Three: Interpreting Culture. The same exegetical tools used to interpret
written texts would be applied to the people within our specific ministry areas. Also,
specific techniques would identify cultural dynamics and improve communication with a
secular audience.
Module Four: Applying Biblical Texts to our Ministry Context. The fourth module
would present a contextualization model which would bring together the exegesis of
Scripture and of culture. Principles taught in the first three modules would be utilized in
this final module.
Implications For Revising the Existing Body of Knowledge
Many books have been written on hermeneutics and numerous articles are generated
every month on building sermons. Yet in my research, I found that most of the material
fell into two camps. On one hand was the material on hermeneutical principles written by
professors and scholars. Some of these books provide excellent insight, but are usually
addressed to those well-versed in technical language and scholarly discussion. Another
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drawback to the scholarly henneneutical texts was the lack of a methodology sensitive to
the time pressures pastors and teachers face.
On the other hand, books have been written on interpreting the Bible which are too
simplistic and do not take advantage of significant interpretive probes. Some pastors and
lay people have written books and articles in response to the need for a more user-friendly
interpretive process, but these books largely fall short of a sound henneneutical process.
A hole exists in the literature between methods that are too technical and time
insensitive and methods that are too shallow and simplistic. A methodology needs to be
developed which takes advantage of scholars' insights while also addressing the pastor
and lay pastor's ability and needs.
Two experiences have recently reinforced the need for a methodology for pastors and
lay people. One is a series of conversations I have had with past students of Asbury
Theological Seminary where the English Bible approach to interpreting Scripture is
taught. The method is outstanding and the teachers are excellent, yet once pastors are in
ministry some have struggled to adapt the method to the church context.
A second experience further reinforces the need for a usable methodology. As a
student in the Beeson program I had the opportunity to study with some excellent pastors.
Everyone in the group was chosen for the program because they demonstrated good
preaching skills. Many in this group of gifted individuals, however, struggled with the
henneneutics class. In fact, most of the students who did not go to Asbury for their
masters degree had never used structural relationship probes or other available tools to
analyze book, segment, and section contexts. Some of these students stated how
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frustrated they were that their seminary did not equip them with any useful interpretive
methodology and how they wished they could have learned more about Asbury's
approach.
The best approach I have seen for interpreting and applying Scripture is the English
Bible method. With modification and further development the method could deliver the
excellent interpretive probes used by scholars in a package adaptable to the ministry
context. The need for such a methodology is confirmed by the research of this
dissertation and reinforced by my personal experiences. The goal of this dissertation is to
begin the process of filling the gap in the hermeneutical literature by presenting a sound
methodology which is useful for pastors and lay people.
Suggestions for Future Study
Several additional studies could flow from this dissertation:
1 - Teach the step-by-step hermeneutical process found in Chapter 2 to a group of
pastors and evaluate the methodology's impact. Did the scores for historical
interpretation and contemporary application improve as a result of the training? In what
ways did the group improve? Were there areas where the method was unclear and less
helpful? Did the methodology deliver on the goal to be sensitive to time pressures?
2 - Teach the contextualization model to a group of pastors and test the effectiveness
on a sample of seekers and skeptics from the pastor's ministry context. One way to start
would be to plan a series of messages with seekers in mind. Use the probes discussed in
Chapter 2 to analyze the culture and based on the findings develop a series of messages
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addressing a seeker concern, question, fear, or doubt. Present the messages to the church
with designated seekers present and have them evaluate the messages.
3 - Study the specific process Brethren In Christ pastors use to interpret and apply
Scripture. Develop a composite model based on the findings and compare and contrast
the model with the hermeneutical process presented in Chapter 2. What are the
similarities between the interpretive process pastors are using and the method in Chapter
2? What are the differences? What additional insight emerges as the composite findings
of the study are juxtaposed with the findings of this dissertation? Did the strengths and
weaknesses identified by this dissertation make sense in light of the methodological
processes employed by pastors?
4 - Study the dynamics of those churches with pastors who scored in the top ten and
bottom ten on the evaluation guide. Why were pastors of smaller churches more effective
at interpreting and applying Scripture than those pastors in larger churches? Why were
the pastors of larger churches less effective at interpreting and applying the Bible than
those in smaller churches? Are the smaller churches growing? Are the larger churches
growing? Analyze the attendance figures of the top and bottom ten churches to see if any
attendance increases result from biological, transfer, or conversion growth.
5 - Study other denominations using the evaluation guide to see if findings resemble
those in the Brethren In Christ church. Compare, contrast, and analyze the findings to see
if similar patterns exist in other denominations.
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Conclusion
As we enter a new millenium, a new breed of preacher is needed to accomplish the
goal of biblically sound, relevant preaching. We cannot succeed in the future using the
same communication strategies that worked in the past. Adjustments are necessary to
address a new and ever-changing audience and pastors playa central role in the process.
C.H. Spurgeon summarizes the need for preachers who can live in both the biblical and
modem worlds:
We should be praying that God will raise up a new generation of Christian
communicators who are detennined to bridge the chasm; who struggle to relate
God's unchanging word to our ever changing world; who refuse to sacrifice truth
to relevance or relevance to truth; but who resolve instead in equal measure to be
faithful to Scripture and pertinent today. (Stott 144)
I hope that this dissertation assists pastors and teachers in relating God's word to our
world and in developing sennons which are both biblical and relevant.
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APPENDIX A
Evaluation Guide

1 - Strongly Disagree
2 - Disagree
3 - Neither Agree nor Disagree
4 - Agree
5 - Strongly Agree

Historical Interpretation
1 - The sennon content represents the meaning of the biblical text rather than a foreign
theme.
2

3

4

5

2 - The intentions of the biblical author infonn the sennon's content.

2

3

4

5

3 - The book and/or the segment's broader contextual issues infonn the text's
interpretation.

2

3

4

5

4 - The verses which precede and follow the target verse are considered in the
preparation process.
2

3

4

5

5 - We can infer from the sennon's content that structural considerations were part of the
preparation process.
2

3

4

5
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1 - Strongly Disagree
2 - Disagree
3 - Neither Agree nor Disagree
4- - Agree
5 - Strongly Agree

6 - Key tenns are addressed.

2

3

4

5

7 - We can infer from the sennon's content that grammatical analysis was part ofthe
preparation process.
2

3

4

5

8 - Pertinent background infonnation is provided.
2

3

4

5

9 - Scriptural insights from outside the book, and, when appropriate, outside the
testament, are effectively used.
2

3

4

5

10 - The truths of the text are stated succinctly.
2

3

4

5
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1 - Strongly Disagree
2 - Disagree
3 - Neither Agree nor Disagree
4 - Agree
5 - Strongly Agree

Contemporary Application
1 - Transcendent principles, within the text, are identified.

2

3

4

5

2 - Culturally bound elements are separated from transcendent principles.

2

3

4

5

3 - The transcendent truth of the passage is connected with the appropriate contemporary
situation.

2

3

4

5

4 - The biblical writers might have addressed the same issues dealt with in this sermon
had they been alive today.

2

3

4

5

5 - The sermon explains the presence of the culturally bound elements in the text and
discerns their significance.

2

3

4

5
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1 - Strongly Disagree
2 - Disagree
3 - Neither Agree nor Disagree
4 - Agree
5 - Strongly Agree

6 - Points of contact with the secular culture are clearly articulated.

2

3

4

5

7 - The Christian worldview, as communicated in the message, is presented as a
challenge to the non-Christian worldview (Pilgrim principle).

2

3

4

5

8 - The Christian worldview, as communicated in the message, is presented in a way
accessible both to Christians and non-Christians (Indigenizing principle).

2

3

4

5

9 - The stories told, insights given, and references made suggest that the preacher is
infonned by the local church's concerns.

2

3

4

5

10 - The stories told, insights given, and references made suggest that the preacher is
infonned by the community's concerns.

2

3

4

5

In this evaluation, references to various elements in the preparation process may be
implicit and not explicit. This is more likely the case since we are evaluating sennons and
not theological lectures. Good exegetical work should, however, stand behind the
sennonic material.
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